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Abstract 
 
 
Topic:    An examination of Tomson Highway's strategies of subversion in the construction of  
   The Rez Sisters, with specific emphasis on the appropriation of sonata form. 
 
 
This dissertation will explore the political and theatrical ramifications which occur through 
Canadian Cree playwright Tomson Highway's appropriation of a dominant Western structural 
form. Within the field of art music, sonata form is accepted as the most important structural 
design to emerge not only during the classical period, but arguably throughout musical history. 
Its dramatic potential in instrumental music is unrivalled, and perhaps only the theatricality and 
emotion of opera can equal or surpass its ability to elicit this potential.  
 
As a trained concert pianist Tomson Highway has long acknowledged his musical training, 
referring frequently to the influence music, and music structure, has played in his continually 
developing craft. To date, however, he has never made either a direct or implied statement 
acknowledging his appropriation of music form as a basis for the structure of his theatrical 
works. In an interview with Highway I conducted at the University of Queensland in 1996 he 
proposed instead that his two plays, The Rez Sisters and its sequel Dry Lips Oughta Move to 
Kapuskasing are merely the results of a subconscious influence. He makes the point that they 
are simply a reflection of the dramatic potential inherent in musical form, and that theatre also 
utilises elements such as rhythms, thematic counterpoints and dynamic shifts. Moreover, he 
refers to sonata form as structurally compatible to the narrative forms popular in a wide variety 
of in literary and theatrical texts.  
 
It will be argued in this dissertation that Highway's precise use of sonata form in The Rez Sisters 
goes far beyond 'influence' and that it is in fact a much more complex appropriation - one that 
involves using one of Beethoven's scores - the 1
st
 movement from his Septet (Opus 20) - as a 
structural template. It will be further argued that his denial of formal appropriation indicates a 
political act - that of both cultural transgression and subversion. Central to this argument is a 
close analysis of The Rez Sisters as sonata form and the ramifications Highway's approach has 
for post-colonial discourse. The dissertation will include theoretical approaches from post-
colonial and literary fields as well as those from musicology. It will also examine the 
playwright's own claims and comments regarding the influence and importance music has 
played in his theatre. 
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Only when the form is quite clear to you will  
the spirit become clear to you. 
 
              (Robert Schumann) 
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Introduction 
 
Scripts, like musical scores, are normative invitations. And though a major script 
leaves open a wide range of directorial choices and audience responses, it  implies 
with some precision not only the "objectives" and "subtexts" of the dramatis personae 
but also the lines of action and sequences of perception to be shared by the implied 
participants. 
            (Thomas R. Whitaker, 6) 
 
In the ten years that have elapsed since The Rez Sisters premiered in Toronto, and the eight since 
its publication, Tomson Highway has been interviewed on numerous occasions. As a writer he 
has been acclaimed, castigated and critically investigated perhaps more than any other Native 
Canadian writer. His personal life has also been dissected. We have been made privy to his 
traditional Cree upbringing as a child, the years he spent away from home under the discipline 
of a Catholic boarding school, his graduation from university with a degree in music, and his 
career as a concert pianist. Given the vital role that his tertiary music training must have played 
in shaping his understanding of dramatic form and structure in composition, it is therefore 
surprising to find that to date no attempts have made to critique his work from a similar 
perspective.  
 
On reflection this lack of interest is peculiar because Highway has made frequent mention of his 
musical training and its pivotal role in his development as a playwright. Furthermore he is not 
alone in having been inspired by the power and expressive potential of musical form. There is 
for example a small body of literature dating back to at least the early twentieth century which 
focuses on the appropriation of musical forms by literary and dramatic writers. Foremost among 
these have been critiques of works which have been constructed according to the principles of 
sonata form - without doubt the most important of all musical forms to emerge since the mid-
eighteenth century. A brief survey of these critical works would include essays on Basil 
Bunting's Briggflatts, John Millington  Synge's The Aran Islands, and Tristana by Benito Perez 
Galdos, all of which bear the imprint of sonata form structure. Further work, too, has been 
carried out on several of August Strindberg's plays, which although not constructed according to 
formulaic principles, do present strong indications of musical influence. Raymond Jarvi is one 
academic who has combined his knowledge of music and theatre to investigate some of 
Strindberg's works, including A Dream Play. There have also been numerous references to the 
influence of music in his chamber plays, particularly The Ghost Sonata. That few playwrights 
have turned to sonata form as a template for dramatic organisation is not surprising, however, 
given the high level of knowledge required for it to succeed.  
 
Perhaps the strongest indication that Highway took this approach can be seen in an interview 
with Nancy Wigston in 1989. In talking about The Rez Sister he states that his intention was to 
combine his extensive knowledge of Indian reality in Canada with 'classical structure and 
artistic language in ways which amounted to applying sonata form' to the spiritual and cultural 
reality of the Cree people (Wigston 8). Ann Wilson's' interview the following year also saw 
Highway comment on his desire to combine various elements from his background:  
 
You take a symphony or a string quartet by Beethoven, study it, utilise  the  best of 
what you get from it, the best knowledge you get from the structure of that 
instrumentation, and apply that structure, utilise it for the telling of Cree myth made 
contemporary (354). 
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These two statements provide a clear testament to the possibility of an exchange between 
musical form and cultural expression, thus providing a strong incentive for examining his 
creative modis operandi. That no work has yet been published on this issue appears indicative 
then of a continuing divide between musicology and literary criticism, at least within the field of 
postcolonial theatre studies. The implication here is that critical assumptions based solely or 
largely on Highway's ideological and cultural thinking, rather than his learned experiences, have 
been given precedence. This missed opportunity to explore the intent behind the hybridised act - 
in this instance his appropriation of a uniquely Western cultural form - leaves Highway's 
motivation for writing the Rez Sisters only partly understood.  
 
In support of this dissertation's approach Agnes Grant argues that a literary style cannot be 
defined by ethnography alone. 'Where everything is accounted for by the writer's Nativeness, 
imaginative freedom will be denied. There has to be an artistic identity beyond the culture' 
('Contemporary' 125). To a large extent  this suggests a reason why some individuals from 
marginalised societies turn their hands and minds to creative  pursuits as a means of expressing 
their voice or establishing cultural space, while others achieve similar ends though political or 
academic avenues or through direct contact  - including welfare, legal or medical institutions. 
Tomson Highway, for example, has long believed that that his voice, his message, can be best 
expressed through theatre. For others, this is not an option that is either intrinsic to their nature, 
or within their capabilities. It might be said then that the spirit of a creative artist is not 
necessarily a result of cultural and social identity but of something more primal and more 
universal. This creative spirit will, however, become informed by aspects such as the everyday, 
traditions, heritage and social identity. 
 
While the inherent individual nature of creativity as a response to other 'learned' experiences is 
explored within this dissertation, it should not be seen as being confined only to field of artistic 
endeavour. Scott Burham has proposed a similar problematic in the criticism directed towards 
nineteenth century music theorist and lawyer, Adolf Berhard Marx (whose work in no small 
way informs this dissertation).  Burnham argues that Marx's derivation theory, as it relates to the 
'evolution' of sonata form, has long been seen as inferior to the work of critics such as Goethe 
and Hegel. In this respect a number of scholars have suggested that the contradictions in Marx's 
theory are the result of alien philosophical influences. Their conclusions are that he must not 
have understood the accepted line of thought, and subsequently went either too far or not far 
enough in his own work. However, Burham, in agreement with theorist Arno Forchert, defends 
Marx by pointing out that two underlying elements have determined his approach. First, that it 
is Beethoven, not Goethe and Hegel, who acts as the primary catalyst for Marx's critical 
thinking; and second, that his legal training - with its emphasis on due process (the back and 
forth debate of opinions) influenced his particular way of reasoning. As Burnham notes: 
 
Juridical hermeneutics, closely aligned to theological hermeneutics in methodology, 
stands quite close to the spirit of Marx's critical endeavours in that both attempt to 
understand and serve a body of general spiritual truth by holding court on particular 
applications of that truth ('Aesthetics' 36). 
 
This dissertation, with its origins of analysis founded on a combination of music and 
post-colonial theory, is therefore an attempt to understand the artistic reasoning behind Tomson 
Highway's material expression of ideas - the Idee - in The Rez Sisters. Indeed, the appropriation 
of arguably the most influential form in Western art music by a Native Canadian playwright, 
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suggests a complex array of motivations and responses; foremost among these being the 
ideology of resistance to and disavowal of colonial and post-colonial authority, and the 
re-establishment of indigenous space within the cultural practices of the dominant society. The 
argument to be made is that Highway has deliberately and surreptitiously inserted a Western 
cultural form into an indigenous work and has since enjoyed our collective ignorance. In this 
respect he has positioned himself as a Trickster. A mythological subversive forced to live in two 
worlds, the Trickster's purpose, and chief delight, is to use the multiplicity of life and the 
limitations of human understanding as tools for humbling the self-important and subverting the 
authority of oppressors.        
 
The primary focus of this thesis is to therefore explore the effect that Tomson Highway's 
hybridised appropriation of a Western high art form has had both on the structure of The Rez 
Sisters and its potency as an act of subversion. The use of sonata form, with its principles of  
structure  formulated to express and even extend the dramatic possibilities of musical, literary 
and theatrical dramatic narratives, has as previously noted, been used effectively before. Indeed, 
its potential as a dramatic device can be recognised as occurring in European theatre from 
around the same time that it assumed decisive aesthetic coherence in the music of Beethoven. 
Indeed, the well-made-play, which surfaced in France around 1825 through the works of Scribe, 
Sardou, and later, Dumas fils and Augier, owes much to the musical form. However, while the 
well-made-play, as a concept, bears unmistakable similarities to sonata form, it is not a precise 
replication. The intricate appropriation of sonata form by Tomson Highway in The Rez Sisters, 
on the other hand will be seen as a significant work in the cannon of post-colonial drama. 
 
The course of this investigation is arranged to some degree in the manner of a sonata form 
movement, and covers not only The Rez Sisters, but also its relationship to the second play in 
Highway's 'rez' cycle, Dry Lips Oughta Move to Kapuskasing, which, it will be argued, 
appropriates another Western art music form used in symphonies - theme and variations.  
 
The Exposition (Chapter One) involves both a brief historical survey of the development of 
sonata form, and a close analysis of The Rez Sisters as a sonata form construction. It will be 
shown that far from being simply influenced by the form, as Highway has claimed, he has in 
fact followed its formal principles in a precise fashion by using Beethoven's Septet as his guide.  
 
The Development (Chapter Two) explores the appropriation of sonata form as it relates to post-
colonial discourse, particularly the demands placed on the text in order to satisfy sonata form 
principles, and the stratagem of hybridity, which is a major component in indigenous resistance 
to imperial authority. 
 
The Recapitulation (Chapter 3) examines the critical response to The Rez Sisters and Dry Lips. 
In this section the thesis focuses on the problematics of assessing both works with regard to 
their complex appropriation of traditional belief structures, different social norms and 
knowledges, and Western art music forms. 
 
A short Coda (Conclusion) will summarise the issues and connections raised. The transcript of 
an interview with Tomson Highway (recorded in July 1996), is presented as part of the 
appendices. Also included is a glossary of musical terms used, a side-by-side breakdown of The 
Rez Sisters, the 1
st
 Movement of Beethoven's Septet, and a copy of the score. 
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Exposition: The Rez Sisters as Sonata Form 
 
Life is all inclusion and confusion, while art is all  
discrimination and selection (Henry James). 
 
The richness and complexity that characterises sonata form is easily understood through the vast 
number of textbooks and musicological papers which have endeavoured to unlock and explain 
both its essence and the magnitude of its legacy. Of course an even greater example can be seen 
in the astonishing amount of important music written in the form during the classical period 
(1750 to 1820), and continuing through into the twentieth century. Naturally, this dissertation is 
not the forum for examining sonata form in any great depth other than as necessary for an 
analysis of the relationship between the theatrical and the musical elements of form. 
Nonetheless, a brief reference to the historical development and principles of sonata form is 
required in order to provide a foundation from which the aspects of musical theory can be more 
easily understood. In the main body of the analysis, however, those components of sonata form 
which relate to the dramatic text will be elucidated as part of the argument. 
 
Sonata form refers to the structure of a single movement in what we loosely term 'classical' or 
'art' music, and is often part of multi-movement instrumental cycles such as symphonies, 
chamber music, sonatas (which differ from sonata form in that they are written as a whole 
composition), and independent movements (including overtures and tone poems). It is 
undeniably the most significant musical form to have emerged out of the eighteenth century. 
While there is relatively little of its structural design evident prior to 1750, sonata form 
developed under the guidance of classical composers into what has been described as the Ideal 
of Musical Form. According to W. H. Hadow, sonata form is grounded in organisation, and has 
as its highest type 'a complex unity which holds in due balance and equipoise the diverse details 
suggested by the imagination of the artist' (2). Hayden, Mozart, and Beethoven were to become 
the motivational forces behind sonata form's rapid rise to prominence, with the latter composer 
almost universally regarded as its supreme practitioner. 
 
Historically, sonata form is more or less the history of key distribution, with the principle desire 
of composers being the combination of variety and unity. Intrinsic to this, too, was the need for 
a dramatic style which utilised motion rather than repetition. Thus the rise of sonata form 
requires an understanding of the context that is the broad change from the Baroque period 
(1600-1750) to the classical style (1750-1820). Its development essentially came about through 
mid-eighteenth century composers' dissatisfaction with binary form composition, a musical 
structure that originated in various French dance movements and can be seen to give a sense of 
statement (A), and counterstatement (B). Compared to ternary form, binary form is the more 
readily exhaustible in terms of thematic development, modulation and contrast of key.  Despite 
this it still managed to attain great beauty and precision of style through the genius of composers 
such as Bach. Binary form also provided a musical legacy from which the Classical composers 
were able to administer a far more satisfactory system of structural design. 
 
A movement in Baroque style is also usually based on a single main idea and governed by a 
single psychological state, or Affekt. This is often exhibited through such devices as texture or 
rhythmic profile so that, for example, the idea is developed motivically through a uniform 
texture and in metrically orientated rhythms. Contrast appears only between opposing planes, 
such as loud and soft, or solo instrument or full orchestra (Sadie 498) - a characteristic known as 
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terraced dynamics. With the emergence of sonata form, however, compositions began to express 
several contrasting ideas, or contrasts within a single idea, as well as allowing the development 
of dramatically charged passages alternating between tension and resolution. Indeed, like any 
form in tonal music, a sonata form movement creates its ideas in time, not only through the 
synthesis of a tonal structure, but also through the rhythmic organisation and development of 
musical material. Thus the articulation of each event - that is, the dramatic or psychological state 
- depends both on its function in the overall structure, and on its dramatic context (Sadie 497). 
 
Sonata form is part of the ternary family of forms, which also includes the various rondo forms. 
Rondo form, the precursor to sonata form, consists of patterns of themes alternating around the 
first theme (A), and most commonly represented as ABACA or ABACABA. Rondo form, while 
alleviating the restrictions of the binary model, still contains structural consequences fraught 
with weaknesses in its ability to cohesively unify the dramatic and thematic strategy. A.B. 
Marx's pedagogical treatise on the derivation of forms shows a five-stage progression in the 
development of rondo form, illustrating that repetition still played far too much a role in such 
ternary structures. Eventually, it was the creation of a developmental section which became the 
breakthrough for the three-part structure - a second section in which material from the first 
could inform the entire composition without risking the stasis of repetition. This developmental 
section became, in effect, a vehicle for motion and variety. 
 
A typical sonata form movement consists then of a two-part tonal structure articulated in three 
main sections: the exposition - in which themes are presented and contrasted against each other; 
the development - the most dramatic section of the movement, whereby rapid key modulations 
heighten the dramatic tension, themes are developed, changes in melody, rhythm and/or 
dynamics occur, and contrasts in harmonic and polyphonic texture are often found; and the 
recapitulation - which becomes a resolution of themes. A final section, the coda, which is 
typically short in duration, is then presented to give an even more powerful feeling of 
conclusion. The two-part tonal structure occurs in the exposition, when the first group of 
themes, in the tonic (or home) key, is contrasted with the second group of themes in another 
key, most often the dominant. In the recapitulation, which restates significant material from the 
exposition, the second group of themes is transposed to the tonic key. This more effectively 
resolves the tension from the development section. Similarly, the coda, which can either repeat 
or develop earlier themes, is also always in the tonic key. 
 
By examining the structure of The Rez Sisters it will be shown that Tomson Highway has 
appropriated the principles of sonata form composition. This does not mean, however, that he 
has been constrained or forced to make creative decisions to fit the sonata form structure. Indeed 
there is no precise formula for structuring a sonata form movement. However, as A. B. Marx 
rightly points out, while the musical content will be 'form-bound,' the form does not act as a 
constraint but merely as a condition of content. In this respect the musical ideas become 
intelligible through the agency of form. As the following evidence demonstrates, the same 
concept applies to a dramatic text built on the foundations of sonata form.   
 
As mentioned in the introduction, sonata form's capacity to elicit dramatic potential in musical 
composition proposes a close affinity with the structure of the theatrical text. At a basic level of 
analysis this can be seen, for example, in the movement from a stable situation to conflict 
resulting in heightened tension and the eventual return to stability through the resolution of that 
conflict. It should be noted, however, that the structure of The Rez Sisters, while maintaining the 
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principles of sonata form, also operates within its framework of flexibility and versatility. Since 
there is no rigid mold into which ideas are poured, a sonata form movement can differ radically 
in  character  and  length, as well as in the  number and treatment of themes. What is essential, 
however, is that the principles which operate to shape and unify the contrasts of theme and key 
are observed. In The Rez Sisters the structural formation is organised on the principles of 
musical form to an acute degree. It is these elements of narrative, physical action and most 
importantly the presentation of themes, which this paper will now focus on. 
 
The rationale behind the leitmotif [is that] a fragment of music comes to 
represent a character or object of importance (Swain 4). 
 
Many sonata form movements are preceded by a slow introduction, although by the time of 
Beethoven this practice had largely become passe. The primary function of the introduction was 
to 'strike a more serious or grander tone, and to establish a larger scale of motion' (Sadie 503). 
Beethoven, in particular, was to integrate introductory material into his exposition so completely 
that this extra section could no longer be distinguished. However, in his earlier works, including 
the 1
st
 Movement of the Septet Opus 20, introductory passages were usually included in the 
sonata-allegro movement. In that particular work, eighteen bars of adagio precede the allegro 
con brio section (exposition), with the violin dominating like a messenger announcing the action 
to follow. Initially, the rhythm is dictated by the heavy chords of the other instruments as they 
mark each beat of the measure, before retiring to the role of accompaniment. 
 
In dramatic texts, similar devices - the prologue, for example - have often been used. And in 
terms of theatrical  performance, the program, production advertising and even critical reviews 
all serve a similar purpose: to establish and inform the tone of the production. Tomson 
Highway's text for The Rez Sisters has no identifiable introductory passage or prologue - 
although one might consider the production notes and stage directions as serving an 
introductory purpose. However, the opening scene in which we find Pelajia Patchnose nailing 
shingles to her roof serves to introduce the rhythmic tone of the play. Indeed her hammer 
oscillates between instrument and conductor throughout the text, highlighting the playwright's 
desire for a large array of percussive instruments to most effectively underline the 'soundscape' 
and rhythm of the piece (Highway p. XI), and furthermore, to establish the sense of motion, both 
physical and psychological. 
 
The exposition begins then with the play's opening (p.2), and the presentation of contrasting 
themes by sisters Pelajia and Philomena, continuing through to the end of the scene which 
immediately precedes the 'full-scale riot' (p.43). The other five characters are also introduced 
within the exposition (making seven significant motifs in all); as well as two sub-themes - 
represented by the trickster figure and THE BIGGEST BINGO IN THE WORLD. These minor 
themes work to drive various elements within the narrative, as well as change the mood and 
atmosphere. While their role is to give extra resonance to the exposition, their greatest effect is 
felt during development section. The real strength of Highway's exposition is the complexity 
which lies beneath the play's seemingly simple linear narrative structure. This is created through 
his dramatic pacing and sophisticated weaving of narrative events and themes (or motifs). 
Highway presents his exposition as a grounding for the cyclical journey (in both the spiritual 
and physical senses) that follows, adapting the principles of sonata form in the way he reveals 
character and themes, and which he then develops within the main body of the text. 
 
 7 
 
A sonata form exposition divides into two groups, both of which can include any number of 
themes. Of these themes, the first to be presented (often referred to as the first subject), is the 
most prominent, and serves to locate and affirm the movement's key. The most prominent 
theme of the second group (the second subject), does not have to be the second most important 
musical idea, but is generally the seat of harmonic tension and forward motion within the 
exposition. As mentioned earlier, The Rez Sisters, has seven principle characters/motifs: 
 
    1. Pelajia   
    2. Philomena  
    3. Annie  
    4. Marie-Adele 
    5. Zhaboonigan 
    6. Veronique 
    7. Emily 
       
Six of these are introduced as part of the first group of themes. Briefly these are: 
  
 1. Pelajia:  The natural  leader of the group, is frustrated by an inability to help forge new 
  life within the community, and a sense of aimlessness within her own life. Her  innate 
  wisdom and unfulfilled dreams contradict each other, leading her to seriously  
  contemplate leaving the community. 
 
  2. Philomena: In contrast, Philomena (Pelajia's sister) has far more simple needs and  
  dreams and  hence is seemingly  more content with  her situation. And it is bingo, with  
  the possibility of attaining her modest dreams through winning, that is part of the key to  
  her contentment. 
 
      3. Annie: For Annie, whose passion is for music and singing, the dream is similar. A win  
  would allow her to visit her daughter and the son-in-law she has never met, as well as  
  satiate her appetite for records. 
 
While a first subject group of themes often contain variant presentations of the same phrase or 
motif, it is very rare for it to consist of more than two distinct themes (Hadow 52), and thus: 
 
 
 4. Marie-Adele: Her theme, which at first appears to present its own distinctive motif, is in  
  effect simply a variation on the first theme (Pelajia's), and directs our consciousness  
  towards the character's feeling of powerlessness and frustration caused by her terminal  
  illness. 
 
Variation is produced through both a change in the tone and timbre of the performance, realised 
through the presentation of Cree language, with its distinctive phonetics and liberal usage of 
vowels, and the introduction of Cree mythology through the guises of the trickster figure. 
Following this theme, Highway allows contrast to again direct the structure and tonal qualities 
of the play, with the introduction of: 
 
 5. Zhaboonigan: Lighter in tone, the simplicity and brevity of the dialogue mirrors  
  Zhaboonigan's intellectually challenged character, and becomes in effect, a thematic  
  counterpoint to Marie-Adele (and later, Emily). 
 
 8 
 
The final theme to be presented in the first subject group is that of 
 
 6. Veronique:  A small-minded gossip who, like Pelajia  and Marie-Adele, is frustrated by  
  a sense of powerlessness and aimlessness, Veronique's situation is compounded by a  
  child-less marriage to an alcoholic  - a man unable to provide for her the things she  
  needs. 
 
The relationship between the first subject group and the second in sonata form is more often, 
especially after 1780, one of simply an antecedent separated by a clear transition (or bridge) 
which is then followed by a contrasting lyrical theme or restatement of the main theme, but in 
the dominant key signature. The first subject usually ends with either a full close or a half close 
in the tonic key, with the interpolation of the bridge operating as formal connecting link. Mozart 
and Hayden generally present the bridge 'without manifesting any special beauty or excellence 
of (its) own' (Hadow 56), while Beethoven's bridges usually exude their own personality and 
meaning. Serving then as a vehicle of modulation from the key of the first subject, the bridge 
creates a feeling of harmonic tension and forward motion. It also often develops out of a 
restatement of the main theme, which in The Rez Sisters is frustration and disappointment, 
juxtaposed with dreams - and as will be discussed in the following chapter, it is bingo which 
becomes the motivational force behind the latter.  
 
The first subject group in Highway's play ends with the decision by Annie, Veronique and 
Marie-Adele, in company with Zha, to visit the post office to see if there is any news of THE 
BIGGEST BINGO IN THE WORLD in Annie's mail. In terms of a conceptual key, this section 
has been located in the Wasaychigan Hill Reserve, represented in fact, by the concept of home, 
(i.e. the homes of Pelajia and Marie-Adele). This can also be seen as a symbolic correlation to 
the 'home' or tonic key principle that is intrinsic to sonata form construction. The bridge, then, 
starts with the stage directions, 'And the "march" to the store begins' (p.35), and ends 
immediately before the entrance of Emily Dictionary (p.37). The brevity of this section is typical 
of its musical counterpart, which traditionally occupies just one or two bars. In the play, 
however, the text's directions concerning the "march" to the store become both symbolic and 
physical. In the physical sense the women move from one place to another, facilitating a 
bridging of the temporal and spatial separation between the two scenes (Marie-Adele's house, 
and the store), while in the symbolic sense (and as the play soon indicates), they move 
spiritually as well. And indeed, from this point onwards, and through to the end of the 
exposition, the various themes are represented, but with greater contrast of mood and with a 
sense of rising tension. 
 
The tonic (home) key is still presented in the second subject of the exposition, but is now 
represented a wider sense of home - the Wasaychigan Hill Reserve store - symbolic of the 
community, as opposed to the individual. Thus it conforms to the relationship between the tonic 
and dominant key in music (both having the same tonal structure but differing in key signature 
[see glossary for details]. In this respect the concept of home is both a communal construct (a 
village, town or city, for example) and an individual one (a person's abode). While they are 
closely related in conceptual meaning, they nevertheless differ in their physicality. The parallel 
is reinforced, too, as the dominant chord is one that naturally sets up tension, a situation that is 
evident from the outset. Much of the change in the mood and thematic material is brought about 
with the introduction of the principle second subject theme, represented through the character of 
Emily. And it is a change that is imbued within the atmosphere of almost the entire scene. The 
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contrast is immediately announced at her first appearance, a passage in which her intimidating 
persona contrasts that of the other characters: 
 
EMILY:  In a loud, booming voice that paralyses all movement in the room  
  while she speaks. Zhaboonigan Peterson! What in Red Lucifer's name ever  
  possessed you to be hangin' out with a buncha' dizzy old dames like this?  
  (Huge) bag of flour hits the floor with a "doof" (p.37) 
 
Although the second subject is often longer than the first subject in a sonata form movement, 
Highway shortens his considerably. This can be seen as a response, no doubt, to a consideration 
of the narrative demands. However, in almost all other respects, it conforms to the principles of 
sonata form construction, admitting not only 'more variety of treatment', but also a 'variety (that) 
is simple in detail, (but) not in general principles or outline' (Hadow 60). All of the women 
occupy space and dialogue in this section, but their personalities modulate in response to the 
presence of Emily. Furthermore, the speed of action increases as tempers fray, insults are hurled, 
insinuations are levelled, and violence erupts. Annie and Marie-Adele taunt Veronique, while 
Veronique insults Emily, leading to a physical confrontation between the two, which 
accidentally spills onto the newly arrived Pelajia, who accordingly threatens Veronique with her 
hammer. The intensity of the action is further strengthened, humorously though, as Philomena 
scurries into the store desperate to use the toilet, resulting a short while later, in the comic vision 
of her exposed 'in her glory, panties down to her ankles' and telling all and sundry to 'shut up 
and let [her] shit in peace' (p.43). Each one of the characters, in effect, has their personality 
presented in a state of raw emotion, influenced by the presence of Emily, thus affirming and 
embodying 'some key (or mood) other than that in which the movement as a whole is written' 
(Hadow 61). 
 
The exposition closes immediately prior to the 'full-scale riot' (p.44), which in turn signifies the 
opening of the development, a section which continues through to the end of the scene in which 
Nanabush (the trickster) accompanies Marie-Adele to the spirit world (p.103). It is within this 
section that Highway most overtly signifies his appropriation of sonata form strategies - 
techniques which W.H. Hadow, in his analysis of the 'development', classifies under the 
following headings: 
 
 1)  rhythmical alteration; 
 
 2)  alteration of the melodic curve, or, more frequently, of the accompanying  
  harmonisation; 
 
 3)  complete alteration of harmony and of melodic curve, the rhythm alone remaining; 
 
 4)  alteration of colour or scoring, that is, changes from staccato to legato etc; 
 
 5)  contrapuntal treatment (i.e. polyphonic texture), alteration of register, addition of  new  
  counter-subjects; and 
 
 6) most importantly, the selection of some short rhythmic figure from the exposition, and its  
  treatment according to one or more of the preceding methods (74-77). 
 
Richard Kamien's description of a sonata form development section provides an even more 
accessible reading: 
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The development is often the most dramatic section of the movement. In this section, 
themes are developed, or treated in new ways. They are broken into fragments, or 
motives, [taking] on different and unexpected emotional meanings. A fragment of a 
comic theme, for example, may be made to sound aggressive and menacing through 
changes of melody, rhythm, or dynamics. Themes can be combined with new ideas or 
changed in texture. A complex polyphonic texture can be woven by shifting a motive 
rapidly among different instruments. The harmonic and thematic searching of the 
development builds a tension that demands resolution (218). 
 
The instability, tension, and subsequent psychological motivation that such a complex and 
varied treatment creates in music is no less when established within the structural form of a 
theatrical text and its production. And as will be shown in The Rez Sisters, it provides the basis 
from which a sense of rising tension emerges, and thus effectively assists in driving the narrative 
towards its eventual climax. 
 
Interestingly the riot (played out by all the characters except Zhaboonigan, who remains passive) 
and the preceding rise in tension correlates with the treatment Beethoven afforded the end of the 
exposition and start of the development section in his Septet. In that work, the exposition closes 
in fortissimo (ff) - meaning very loud - after a passage of instability (bars 85-111). The 
development section opens, equally loudly, with all the instruments (except the Horn which is 
reduced to an accompanying role) presenting the opening theme in unison (bars 112-117) [see 
Figure A below]. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Clarinet 
 
Bassoon 
 
Horn 
 
 
Violin 
 
Viola 
 
Cello 
 
Double 
Bass 
112 111 
← Exposition │ 
           Development → 
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Figure A         
 
That Highway was influenced by Beethoven's structural manoeuvre, whereby all the instruments 
play at the same time, appears to be indicative of his approach to referencing the Septet's 1
st
 
Movement within his own play. An earlier example of this "referencing" occurs at the start of 
the 'exposition' - whereby both works begin with only three instruments/characters. In The Rez 
Sisters, the first scene (which ends with the blackout immediately prior to Marie-Adele's 
entrance on page 18), is played out by Pelajia, Philomena and then Annie. In the Septet [see 
Figure B below] the violin, viola, and cello are presented in trio for the first ten bars of the 
'exposition' [19-29] before the other instruments enter: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
117 
19 
113 
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Figure B 
 
It is clear, too, that Highway's development section not only utilises the structural organisation 
of a sonata form development - involving the use of polyphonic texture ('polyphonic' meaning 
many sounding), but also mirrors Beethoven's 1
st
 Movement. Prior to this scene, the dialogue 
has been distinctly homophonic, with each character speaking in turn, and supported by either 
(or both) the percussive 'soundscape' and physical movement. In the opening passage of his 
development section, on the other hand, the dialogue requires all the women to 'talk at the same 
time' (p.44). This simultaneous performance, in which each character competes for attention, 
adds a dimension which Richard Kamien, in writing about musical composition, compares to 
perspective in painting, whereby each line 'enriches and heightens the expression of the other(s)' 
(68). But unlike its musical counterpart, which is able to create highly expressive and integrated 
meaning, a theatrical performance using polyphonic dialogue results in much confusion, as the 
playwright no doubt intended. 
 
 
29 
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Highway utilises this contrapuntal technique (which can be seen to parallel No 5 in Hadow's 
classification)
1
 to great effect in a later scene (pp.70-74). In that instance rather than use 
dialogue he alters the tone of the performance through a focus on physical movement. 
Accompanied by numerous counter-subjects (the women's fund-raising  activities), this section 
begins immediately after Emily announces the 'end of (the) meeting' and continues up until 'Beat 
Seven.' In effect this section contrasts with the monophony of the preceding scene, thus 
intensifying the dramatic texture, while also reworking the structural concept explored in the 
earlier polyphonic passage. Highway achieves this most effectively through his alteration of 
register and tone - the scene, and along with each character's persona, changes as the visual 
frequency escalates and the stage dissolves into madness' - as well as through the overt 
alteration of rhythm, which is 'underpinned by [a] persistent, almost dance-like pulse' from the 
percussionist, and which 'gets wilder and wilder with each successive beat' (p.70). 
 
Contrapuntal texture also occurs on several other occasions within the development section. We 
can see it for example, in the 'grand and ridiculous march to the band office' by all the women, 
as well as during the audience's participation in the bingo game. The first instance parallels 
Hayden's technique in Symphony No 102 whereby he presents a contrapuntal combination of 
originally separate themes (bars 116-117). In The Rez Sisters Highway uses physical movement 
and gesture as a structural device to collectively present each motif. Set against the first subject 
theme (established in Pelajia's speech), the other women initially 'respond at periodic intervals' 
(p.58) then join together for the march. This visual combination is strengthened as they line up 
at the close of the first act to 'stand square in front of the audience' - a strategy which signifies 
both their individualism, and their collective strength (p.60). 
 
In the latter scene, the polyphonic texture is created through a juxtapositioning of 
[stage/theatre/illusion] and [audience/bingo game/reality]. Furthermore, this restatement of the 
bingo motif corresponds to No 6 in Hadow's classification, in which a rhythmic figure from the 
'exposition' (i.e. the bridge section, in which Annie, Marie-Adele, and Veronique expound their 
BIGGEST BINGO IN THE WORLD fantasies) is altered - in this case by texture, colour, 
tonality, and rhythm. Originally, this motif is performed to a rhythmic structure created during 
the determined 'march' to the store, with the trickster acting as an accent to the women's hand 
and mouth movements through his mimicry. In contrast, however, the three soliloquies are 
framed within a stationary spotlight, 'at widely divergent points on the stage' (p.35). Within the 
latter scene Highway also restates the motif, contrasting the spotlights with houselights. By  
allowing the women to move casually around the audience he creates the opportunity for 
unstructured audience participation which builds an air of excitement as the play momentarily 
becomes a bingo game. During this passage, too, the rhythmic structure changes, shifting from 
the vivace (lively) entrance of the Bingo Master, to the andante (moderately slow) of the 
women's movement through the audience. When the game runs its course, the characters return 
to the stage to play 'bingo with a vengeance' - the rhythm moving through accelerando 
(becoming faster) to a madness and mayhem corresponding to prestissimo (as fast as possible). 
This alteration of previous rhythmic patterns and/or rhythmic structure (the first of Hadow's 
classifications) is common practice within development sections. One can see an example of 
this in Hayden's Surprise Symphony [bar 107]. And indeed The Rez Sisters 'development' moves 
restlessly through various rhythm changes. These include the slowing down of speech, as when 
                     
1 See pages 9-10 in this thesis. 
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Annie reacts sarcastically to Marie-Adele's comment to slow down (p.77) - the text also 
highlights the emphasis; the speeding up of speech - in one example Annie 'sings real fast' 
(p.83); and the contrast in rhythm created when passages of short dialogue are juxtaposed with 
longer ones - for instance, in Philomena's revelation concerning her adopted-out child, a section 
which also utilises long silences between passages of dialogue (p. 81). Other similar examples 
occur in the sections immediately preceding, including and after Marie-Adele's, Pelajia's, and 
Emily's revelations on the drive to Toronto (pp.95-98). 
 
The dynamic use of percussion, Pelajia's hammer, and the text's reference to passages marked 
by a BEAT, are also devices used to accentuate the rhythmic profile of the 'development'. In the 
fund-raising scene, for instance, Pelajia's hammer, used to symbolically recall the first subject 
theme, becomes in a sense the conductor for the scene's rhythmic profile. The rhythmic 
structure, which also functions to emphasise the dramatic texture, is punctuated by seven beats 
which gradually raise the tempo from a forceful legato (smooth and connected) during the first 
beat, to the frenzied staccato of the climax. The rhythmic pattern is given additional treatment, 
too, through the ringing of the cash register, Annie and Emily's singing, and Zha's sobbing. Thus 
each soloist creates a visual narrative around the tempo of the percussionist, whose rhythmic 
primitivism suggests both a greater sense of urgency to their quest, and an increasing 
desperation in the thematic material. 
 
Highway makes much use of terraced dynamics throughout the 'development,' too. In such 
instances a scene's texture will alter through abrupt and intense changes in dynamics, rather than 
gradual ones, as created through crescendo and decrescendo. Although more often identified 
with the Baroque style terraced dynamics provide incredibly strong mood contrasts, and 
heightening of tension (two of the most important principles of a sonata form development). 
This dynamic construction begins its extensive treatment shortly after the first polyphonic 
passage (p.44), and in contrast to the crescendo of uninhibited frustration and anger during that 
scene, the shifts through loudness and softness even more effectively mirror the emotional 
instability of the characters. 
 
The first passage of terraced dynamics begins with the stage directions: 'Then Pelajia lifts her 
hammer with a big loud "Woah!" And they come to a sudden dead stop.  Pause. Then one quick 
final volley, all at once, loudest of all' (p.46). This is followed immediately by a freezing of 
action - the lights go out in the store - and the focusing of attention on Zha, who has run outside 
in fright. Her poignant and gentle soliloquy to the trickster is in stark contrast to the frenzy of 
the previous scene. At its conclusion, the six women once again 'spring back into action.' And 
when Marie-Adele collapses, the terraced  dynamics continue through the contrasts in action 
between Philomena's self-concern (she is unaware of the situation), the other women's call for 
quiet, Marie-Adele's scream, the stage directions calling for 'complete quiet from all' (50), and 
then the return to the fortissimo of their angry insults. 
 
This treatment, typical of a sonata form development, is again similar to that of Beethoven's 
dynamic structure in the Septet, which shifts from very loud (ff ) [bars 111-119], with the first 
beat of each bar [111-114] heavily accented; to soft (p) without decrescendo; rising to loud (f) 
[138-140]; and suddenly back down to soft again (p) [144]. These intense shifts in dynamics 
which dominate Beethoven's development section also pervade the texture of Highway's 
counterpart. Up until the end of the theatrical 'Act One' (p.60), for instance the shifts in 
dynamics includes the women's response to Annie's announcement of the $500,000 Bingo 
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jackpot, in which there is a 'brief electric silence followed by an equally electric scream from all 
the women [as] excitement takes over completely' (p.55). 
 
Terraced dynamics are again utilised by the playwright in the scenes immediately following the 
fund-raising drive in Act 2. In the wake of Emily's 'whoa' (p.74) 'the "music" comes to a sudden 
stop [and] the women all collapse'. In exhausted silence they 'quickly clear the stage of 
everything' and then listen to Pelajia's speech. This is followed by a change of scene to the 
Anchor Inn where music is once again heard (a return to polyphony), and the dynamic structure 
is accented with the use of microphones. Here, Emily and Annie sing to a country and western 
soundtrack, which also includes a dance break. At the scene's conclusion, the dynamic texture is 
again lowered as the action and setting shifts to the van, and the drive to Toronto, only to be 
raised again five lines later, when a capella reprise of the song is sung. There is then 'a few 
moments of silence' (p.76). 
 
Further examples of terraced dynamics include the passage in which Annie's gleeful scream, her 
awkward pause, and Emily's raucous laughter are juxtaposed (p.85). There is also the sudden 
shift in volume during Emily and Zha's exchange just prior to the bingo scene - where the 
subdued atmosphere and lighting underpins the closeness of their developing relationship. It is 
then broken by Zha's 'really loud' exclamation of 'fuck' and Emily's request to 'shhh!' (p.99). 
Finally, terraced dynamics occur, of course, in the bingo scene, which begins with 'the house 
lights on full blast' to herald the entrance of the charismatic Bingo Master, continues with his 
exuberant speech, and evolves into a moment of craziness in which the women attack the Bingo 
Master and his machine. The scene ends finally, when 'out of all this chaos emerges the calm, 
silent image of Marie-Adele waltzing romantically in the arms of the Bingo Master' (p.103). 
 
While terraced dynamics tend to instantly emphasise the mood of a scene, whether the 
requirement be for tension or humour, the use of crescendo and decrescendo can be just as 
forceful. In the scene in which Marie-Adele has a hysterical breakdown, for instance, the tension 
is intensified as a result of the trickster's continuous attack, and Marie-Adele's gradual loss of 
reason. This breakdown shifts from calm talk and grows 'more and more hysterical, until she is 
shrieking, flailing, and thrashing about insanely' (p.92). Highway then mirrors the crescendo 
with a decrescendo that sees the scene return gradually to normal: 
 
PHILOMENA: Come... come, Marie-Adele.. everything's fine. You'll be fine.  
  Come. Shhh. Shhh. And they ease Marie-Adele back into the van once  
  all is beginning to settle down again (p.94). 
 
This use of gradual dynamic change is also evident in the opening passage of the 'development', 
whereby all the women begin to talk 'quietly at first, but then (get) louder and louder until they 
are all screaming' (p.44). These two scenes work, then, to increase the dramatic texture by 
providing a greater  emphasis on psychological motivation - Marie-Adele's awareness of her 
imminent death juxtaposed with her loss of reason, and the women's attempt to out-voice each 
other in a scene of pent up anger and frustration. 
 
Highway also pursues one of the most important principles of sonata form - the expansion and 
growth of themes/characters. Throughout this middle section, we find individual leitmotifs 
being 'developed, or treated in new ways.  For instance they may be broken into fragments [to] 
take on different and unexpected emotional meanings (Kamien 218) - a technique Mozart uses 
in his Jupiter Symphony [note bars 133 and 171]. In The Rez Sisters, we find the first example of 
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this, and perhaps the most harrowing, in the presentation of Zha's theme, performed in stark 
contrast to the raucous outbreak of the other women (p.47). Highway sets up a dark and 
distressing atmosphere by juxtaposing the remembered rape with her innocent unawareness. 
The fragmentation of motifs continues immediately afterwards with the brief but vitriolic attack 
on Veronique by Emily, Annie, and Marie-Adele. The thrust of their physical and verbal 
taunting concerns her adoption of Zha: 
 
Marie-Adele: ... And the whole reserve knows the only reason you ever adopted 
Zhaboonigan  is for her disability cheque (p.48). 
 
This comes hard on the heels of Annie's broadside during the polyphonic passage whereby she 
refers to Veronique as 'sucking off everybody else's life like a leech because [she's] got nothing 
of her own. Pathetic old coot' (p.48). Highway then begins to lead the development towards a 
series of revelations, treating the subject matter lightly at first, as a contrast to previous scenes of 
anger and confrontation, but as the trip to Toronto unfolds, these disclosures take on far more 
serious implications.  
 
Each of the themes is developed during the journey in the van, a symbolic inference one might 
suggest, to the philosophy of the development section as being, 'the seat of motion and variety’ 
(Burnham 259). The narrative progression sees Philomena's theme treated first as she reveals the 
significance of the date of the bingo game, and her dream of finding the child she adopted out. 
Annie then expresses her desire for a white musician, Fritz, and the chance to sing with him on 
stage. 'Never know,' she says, 'might get laid, too, eh?' (p.83). That he might be able to give her 
the sort of life her daughter has also excited her. Marie-Adele's theme is the next to be 
presented, first in trio with Zha and the trickster (now in the guise of a nighthawk). His attack, 
as mentioned earlier, forces her to confront her mortality, and leads to a 'total hysterical 
breakdown' (p.92). 
 
Marie-Adele's theme is re-presented soon after, but this time in counterpoint to the originally 
separate themes of Pelajia and Emily, a technique Beethoven also uses in his Eroica Symphony 
[beginning bar 186]. As Pelajia exhibits her natural leadership qualities, and points out the 
reality behind Marie-Adele's troubled marriage - much of which concerns her imminent death 
from cancer - Emily's theme also echo's the same motif. It is the suicide of her female lover, 
brought about by the despair and frustration of being an Indian in Canada that emerges as one of 
the motivations for Emily's own anger. 
 
The themes are allowed to develop right up until the end of the bingo scene, where the 
demolishing of the 'fourth wall' (through audience participation), the presentation of the trickster 
in a speaking role  -  that of the Bingo Master; and the death of Marie-Adele, together indicate a 
literal, as well as symbolic climax to the play. In having taken the character themes to a point 
that demands their resolution, Highway has maintained sonata form's requirement for transition 
into the recapitulation. However, he succeeds in emphasising the climax through both his 
theatrical presentation, and the political statement symbolised by the trickster/Bingo Master 
figure. In the first, a return to the stage by the characters, and thus a return to the presentation of 
Highway's text (as opposed to the novelty of the unstructured passage), is required so as to allow 
the audience to refocus their attention on the narrative. This physical and spatial return functions 
to intensify the dramatic needs of the transition. 
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A symbolic element is added to the climax with Highway's decision to have the trickster leave 
the spirit world he/she inhabits and enter the world of the West. This becomes a political 
strategy which serves to highlight a significant issue raised through the presentation of all the 
themes - that of the problem of cultural autonomy in relation to cultural assimilation. His 
Westernisation is rejected by the women, whose attack on him can be regarded as a demand for 
a return to Indian cultural values. Thus we see amidst the anger and emotion of their resolve, 
expressed through a barrage of sound, movement and chaos, the emergence of serenity. It is a 
scene which symbolises the need for Indian people to return to their heritage as a means through 
which they can reassert their identity in the dominant culture. This becomes then, a symbolic 
unification of the separate themes, indicating once again the strength of collective unity, and the 
positive significance of Indian culture. In terms of the narrative, too, it assists in emphasising the 
desire to bring the cycle back to the tonic or 'home' key - the Wasaychigan Hill Indian reserve. 
 
In a sonata form 'recapitulation' the regular procedure, particularly that practiced by Hayden, 
Mozart and Beethoven, was to repeat the main theme; refer to the other first-group themes and 
bridge; and repeat the chief ideas from the second group in the same order.' Stanley Sadie notes, 
however, that within this framework, substantial alterations... are quite common' (502). Material 
can quite easily be omitted (this sometimes happens to the bridge); expanded - as Mozart does 
to the original exposition material in his Symphony No 40 K550 [bars 191-216, cf 28-33]; or 
wholly recomposed - as Beethoven scored in the 1
st
 movement of his Eroica Symphony [bars 
402-39, cf 7-36). The significant principle, then, is not to compose an exact restatement of the 
exposition material, but rather, that no new tonal relations occur. And this is primarily due to the 
necessity of grounding the material in the home key. 'As the development approaches its close', 
writes W.H. Hadow, the modulations gradually draw nearer home, until at last the original tonic 
is reached and the recapitulation begins' (84). 
 
In The Rez Sisters, the recapitulation begins immediately after the 'development' modulates 
from the Bingo game, through the graveside location, where the remaining women sing the 
funeral song. The stage directions indicate the 'recapitulation' by identifying the scene location 
as both the Wasaychigan Hill Reserve (p.105) and more precisely the Reserve's store. This first 
scene of the 'recapitulation' returns us, then, to the scene which set the location of the 
'exposition's second subject (home) theme.  However, in contrast to that earlier scene, it 
becomes immediately apparent that the tension from the initial section has been resolved, and 
that this time psychological motivation is much more positive: 
 
Pelajia: Kinda' silly, innit, this business of living? But. What choice do we have? When  
  some fool of a being goes and puts us Indians  plunk down in the middle of this old  
   earth, dishes out this lot we got right now. But I figure we gotta make the most  
  of it while we're here.  You certainly did. And I sure as hell am giving it one good  
  try. For you. For me. For all of us. Promise (p.105). 
 
This sense of resolution continues throughout the recapitulation, although there are several  
elements within the individual motifs that are still not quite right. These remain somewhat 
unresolved until the 'coda' presents us with a full sense of closure. At this stage of the play, for 
example, Philomena has her dream of a new bathroom (and most importantly, a toilet) realised. 
But her desire to find her child remains unfulfilled. While Annie is now singing back-up with 
Fritz, her loss of energy, and the lack of mail from her daughter, hints that everything is not as 
she'd like it. The relationship between Emily and Zha also promises a hopeful future, but we 
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might wonder about Emily's relationship with Big Joey, especially now she is going to have his 
child. And Veronique, too, has seemingly breathed 'life into her own dream by moving into the 
Starblanket, home to take care of Marie-Adele's family' (Johnston 259). But old habits die hard, 
and she can't seem to stop her gossiping: 'Veronique St. Pierre,' says Annie Cook, 'I wish you 
would shut that great big shitty mouth of yours at least once a year!' (p.112).     
 
The sense of complete resolution and closure is realised in the Coda, a passage that occurs 
between page 113 and the play's end. Here the narrative returns to the initial location - Pelajia's 
home, reinforcing Highway's desire to emulate the cyclical nature of Cree beliefs and sonata 
form. Pelajia and Philomena are once again on the roof, but this time the first subject theme is 
presented in a renewed light. The future is not certain, but that doesn't mean it has to be 
pessimistic. Even Annie Cook, who returns one last time, is happy with her situation. It is, in the 
tradition of sonata form composition, a complete resolving of the tension introduced in the 
exposition, and explored during the development. And in the tradition of the Cree culture, the 
cyclic nature of the play suggests self-rejuvenation and self-celebration.   
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Development: Tomson Highway - Conditions of Form and Hybridity 
 
Beyond the intellect's mere recognition of the form of a work, and beyond a work's 
merely sensuous and general excitation of feeling, a higher essence reveals itself. 
 
           (A.B. Marx, qtd. in Burnham, "The Role" 11) 
 
Post-colonial cultures are inevitably hybridised, involving a dialectical relationship 
between European ontology and epistemology and the impulse to create or recreate 
independent local identity. 
 
           (Helen Tiffin, 17) 
In the preceding section, which established the extent to which Tomson Highway utilises the 
principles and structural design of sonata form, two primary issues can be seen to have surfaced 
with regard to our reading of the text. The first concerns the demands which undoubtedly must 
have been placed on his material production of ideas. This is due primarily to the conditional 
nature of the form. The second issue, which I would argue is interconnected with the first, 
relates to the effect (or effects) generated by the marriage of classical music form and theatrical 
text or performance. In this respect the concept of hybridity theory can be applied as a means of 
locating strategies of resistance to the dominant society's authority and possession of cultural 
power. 
 
In suggesting that the hybridisation of Western forms and colonised themes within The Rez 
Sisters is a union implies the mutuality, rather than the separate nature, of the process. And just 
as Homi K.  Bhabha sees 'the effect of colonial power as the production of hybridity' rather than 
the repression or control of native traditions, so too does Tomson Highway's play signify 
hybridity's ambivalent articulation of cultural space ('Signs' 154). It is this integration of cultural 
space, whereby the marginalised society can disavow and dislocate the dominant society's 
cultural authority that creates the conditions under which strategies of resistance can operate. As 
Bhahba further points out, these strategies intervene 'in the exercise of authority not merely to 
indicate the impossibility of its identity but to represent the unpredictability of its presence' 
('Signs' 157). 
 
In utilising theories of hybridity to understand Tomson Highway's political and cultural 
resistance to dominant sites of power, whether they be the white audience, critics, or academics, 
it will be seen that his strategy does not deny his cultural traditions or beliefs, nor promote 
Western influences. Rather, it serves to continue or re-establish these traditions through mutual 
development of interrelated artistic discourses. Just as Caribbean communities creolised English 
to undermine the imperial authority of that language, and many other colonised societies 
transgressively reinterpreted word meanings, developing a kind of double entendre which  
Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin (146) argue reduced or mocked the physical presence of authority; 
so too does Highway's strategy of subversion operate. His replication of a Western high art form 
operates in the same fashion. It undermines sonata form's authority through an adaption which 
at the same time dismantles its exclusivity. Furthermore, it transcends its art for art's sake 
premise by attaching political and cultural meaning. 'The display of hybridity,' as Bhahba again 
indicates, is a 'peculiar "replication" - [which] terrorises authority with the ruse of recognition, 
its mimicry (and) its mockery' ('Signs' 157). 
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It is this process of replication which will now become the focus of analysis. For it is the 
complex articulation of sonata form principles (the text's template), along with the playwright's 
inscription of cultural meaning and 'denied' knowledges, which situates the text and its eventual 
performances within the framework of the post-colonial discourse. While each play is a text to 
be read, interpreted, and judged according to the reader's own set of knowledges, cultural 
background and biases, it is also true that some level of artistic autonomy remains the domain of 
the playwright and as such informs the direction and extent of the creative process. This section, 
examines, then, the process of marrying a specific Western art form with the thematic concerns 
embedded within the play's location as both a Cree narrative, and on a wider scale, as an account 
to colonised indigenous peoples. In this respect it is being argued that the structural form is as 
important to our reading of the play's thematic and cultural concerns as it is by literary or post-
colonial deconstruction As composer Robert Schumann notes: 'Only when the form is quite 
clear to you will the spirit become clear to you' (qtd. in Reti v). 
 
Sonata form, as previously established, requires conditional responses to various formal 
principles. These responses are free to develop under two conditions. The first is that they do 
not transgress those principles. The second condition is that any attempt to break with formal 
convention must still be informed by those principles. Examples of this can be found in some of 
Beethoven's later works. While these conditions might appear oppressive, A.B. Marx argues 
that rather than being 'form-bound' content becomes most intelligible through the agency of 
form. In other words, 'form is not a constraint, but a condition of content' (Burnham 'Aesthetics' 
251). 
 
In utilising sonata form as his structural frame, Tomson Highway is therefore required to accept 
its principles regardless of his political or cultural motivation. For example, he cannot introduce 
new characters to the narrative after the exposition; nor can he end the play without resolving 
tension or themes. To end the play 'on the edge' or with a negative, depressing atmosphere 
would similarly negate the play as sonata form. Simply put, the hybridisation principle of 
replication would be excluded, thus reducing the effectiveness, and the purpose, of the strategy. 
Thus any displacement of the dominant cultural form must operate from within the form as a 
whole, allowing the preservation of conditionality and conceptual recognition. 
 
If we read The Rez Sisters through the agency of form - both from a narrative and a thematic 
perspective - several additional aspects can be seen to have been influenced by the decision to 
appropriate sonata form. There is for example, the representation of home (both as private 
dwelling and social space) in the exposition which juxtaposes with the emphasis on movement 
and motion in the development section. It is also clear that the narrative returns full circle to the 
'rez' and Pelajia's house by play's end, and the preceding conflict and tensions have been 
resolved. These structural decisions all observe the principles of sonata form.  
 
In considering the aspect of 'home' it can be seen that as a theatrical text, and not a musical 
composition, the play can give no literal presentation of key signature. There is no physical 
indication of a tonic key as the sharps and flats of a musical score provide. However, Highway's 
decision to open the play on the roof of Pelajia's house becomes symbolic of the concept of the 
home key. This positioning of the home is further reinforced when he locates the second scene 
(still part of the first subject group of themes) outside Marie-Adele's house. Thus a principle 
element of sonata form - the home key - has been established in a literal sense. Perhaps the only 
other alternative would have been to open the play within the broader context of the reservation 
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- the store, for example. But while the 'rez' could be seen as home, just as we tend to think of a 
home town or city, that representation is weaker. It does not situate us in an environment closed 
off from other people who share the wider locale. In addition, by locating the second subject 
scene in the store he prepares for the later narrative and thematic development through the 
subtle shift from stasis (represented by the home) to unpredictability (communal space). 
 
This representation of home is essential to the overall strategy of replicating sonata form. The 
home or tonic key in musical compositions is paramount, being the foundation from which the 
composer will direct his or her creative attention, as well as providing the strongest statement of 
identity. It is, one can argue, the reason why so many symphonies, though often given titles, 
such as The Pastoral (Beethoven) or The Resurrection (Mahler), are just as commonly 
identified by their key signature. Thus The Pastoral is Symphony No 6 in F Major, while the 
Mahler work is just as recognisable as Symphony No 2 in C Minor. From a political perspective, 
the serious connotations of 'home' in sonata  form (as psychological grounding and foundation) 
can be seen in The Rez Sisters as being juxtaposed with the heritage and ideologies associated 
with traditional and present-day occupation (if not ownership) for the First Nations people. 
Therefore the irony of their home and land being no more than a reservation reiterates the crisis 
of indigenous minorities, while undermining the integrity of the dominant society. By the end of 
the play the psychological motivation and foundation for future growth based on the premise of 
home is evidenced through a number of events or images: 
 
 (i)  Pelajia's decision to stay and do her bit for the Reservation, perhaps even run for   
   chief, and the trickster's (disguised once again as a seagull) merry and triumphant  
   dance on her roof, signalling positive spiritual energies; 
 (ii)  Veronique's move into Eugene's home (she is 'glowing with happiness') where she is  
   now caring for him and his children; 
 (iii)  Philomena's new bathroom, the most prized aspect of her house; and; 
 (iv)  Emily's pregnancy - through which both the Cree, and sonata form's cyclic regeneration  
   principles are again reinforced,  and which along with her decision to return to the  
   reservation, reiterates the concept of the 'rez' as a place of future growth -  despite the  
   fact that others, like  Pelajia's sons, and Annie's daughter, have left. 
 
Thus, it can be seen that the pivotal role of the tonic key in sonata form has also been 
incorporated within The Rez Sisters thematic essence. In appropriating this key principle, 
Highway has established the concept of home as both concrete and metaphorical, which in turn 
raises the level of complexity beyond the dominant form's capabilities. But in terms of 
replicating the classical music structure, it is just one of the principles which have been 
appropriated by Highway. Easily the most theatrical device, particularly as a performance 
element, is the aspect of physical movement in combination with thematic motion, or to be 
more precise, the passing in succession (whether physical or signified) of people or things 
through every intermediate space. 
 
The emphasis on motion in The Rez Sisters is consistent with sonata form, which can be 
described as the punctuated shaping of time and space into lines of stasis, growth, decline and a 
return to stasis. The development section of Highway's play contains the most fully realised 
replication of sonata form principles. In this section the narrative is almost entirely composed of 
action that includes some form of physicality orientated towards a destination or purpose. 
Driven by the end goal (to attend and win THE BIGGEST BINGO IN THE WORLD) the 
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various thematic and narrative developments are motivated in some way by either the goal itself 
or through the characters interaction with the conditions presented. Even static theatrical 
moments, such as the personal revelations of Philomena and Emily are played out within the 
context of movement - in this instance driving down the highway to Toronto (pp.76-100).  This 
extended sequence, which also includes Zha's rape soliloquy, although not dependent on 
physical movement nevertheless serves to provoke audience emotion much more dramatically 
than during the other sections. Indeed, the entire drive plays a significant role in changing the 
dominant society's perception of the 'other' by providing a reality that is often neglected through 
ignorance or stereotyping. This emotional force, the crowning achievement of sonata form 
movements, is clearly emphasised in Highway's development section. 
 
The operative function of the development as the seat of motion contrasts markedly with the 
construction of the exposition and recapitulation sections. In The Rez Sisters' exposition, for 
example, movement is really only a vertical process - that of increasing the level of tension but  
within the confines of stasis. Themes are introduced and juxtaposed to each other, but with the 
exception of the bridge, there is no overt lateral movement. Nor is there significant movement, 
either physical or symbolic, towards the thematic or narrative goals. Movement is virtually 
confined to that required as part of character interaction, entrances or exits, and gestural 
language. This vertical construction of movement even becomes literal during the opening 
scene, when the ladder to Pelajia's roof is utilised by Philomena and Annie, and the physical 
space is dominated by the concept of up and down: 
 
 -  The play begins on Pelajia's roof, positioning the scene in terms of the vertical - her  
     description of what she can see (the house is on a hill) leads us to visualise her looking  
     down at these objects. 
 -   Philomena 'descends the ladder' and falls off it (6). 
 -   Pelajia looks down off the roof (6). 
 -   'Philomena comes up the ladder in a state of disarray' (7). 
 -   Pelajia 'stands up' and 'sits down again' (8). 
 -   Annie Cook's entrance is pre-empted by a description of her approaching from 'up the  
     hill', and 'racing down the hill'. And her entrance sees her pop 'up the top of the ladder  
      to the roof' (9). 
 -   Annie descends the ladder (16). 
 -  'Pelajia starts to descend the ladder', and in a moment of tension, Philomena 'steps closer  
     and closer to the edge', and 'narrowly misses falling off the roof' (17). 
 -   Even Philomena's 'scrambling on hands and knees' (16) emphasises this focus on  vertical  
     space. 
 
While the second scene of the exposition does not emphasise this sense of vertical movement, 
the action and thematic developments are still contained within that framework. Indeed, a sense 
of physical containment begins with the trickster (as seagull) refusing to fly away. And it is only 
the 'bridge' section which allows the women to 'move' between scene locations. In this sense it 
provides a brief directive that is destination or purpose-bound. As with sonata form structure, 
which provides the sense of movement through the shift from tonic to dominant key, this 
transitional passage shifts action from the stasis of home to the unpredictability of public space. 
Furthermore, no such representation of motion occurs in the recapitulation or coda sections 
either. In the recapitulation, the expression of motion is denied by the grounding of all themes in 
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the home key. This is realised in The Rez Sisters through a partial resolving of several first 
subject themes within the setting of the reservation store. In the 'coda', the finality of resolution 
is presented through the symbolic return to Pelajia's roof (and the strongest sense of home) 
further denying the presence of movement directed towards purpose or destination. Indeed, to 
fully impart a sense of renewal and regeneration, and to contrast the dynamics inherent in the 
development section of the play, requires a strategy that lowers the psychological tone of 
performance - or in effect, smooths the surface action so as to highlight the thematic, and 
perhaps even spiritual, return. The  replication of a precise sonata form closure here is essential 
in terms of hybridisation, as without it the play can only be seen as resembling, not being sonata 
form. However, it is also indicative of Cree spiritual beliefs - of self-rejuvenating forces and 
cyclic destiny. By bringing both the formal principles of the Western form and the ideological 
message being stressed together, the play's dramatic elements (notably conflict and tension) are 
effectively resolved, and the celebratory mood strengthened. It is the play's final act of 
consummation between the otherwise culturally distinct entities of artistic form and indigenous 
spirituality. 
 
This union of Western and Cree traditions is indicative of the strategy of hybridity. Highway's 
recognition of both the mutuality of the Western form and Cree spiritual beliefs, and the 
diametric opposition between those beliefs and the Christian European system also highlights 
the ambivalence between these two cultural spaces. Highway articulates this difference in 
spiritual and theological ideologies when he notes:  
 
The Cree look at life [as] a continuous circle. A self-rejuvenating force. By 
comparison, Christian theology is a straight line. Birth, suffering, and then the 
apocalypse (ctd. Johnston 255). 
 
The difference in cultural ideology is not confined to theology, however. The native system of 
politics is also grounded in a never ending cyclic pattern, while the tendency of European style 
elective systems is to operate on the linear process. As Nancy Wigston notes, the impact of 
colonial rule shattered the indigenous peoples' cyclic belief system, and stretched it open to a 
straight line. The impact says Wigston, was 'psychologically and spiritually devastating' (8). 
Embedded within the Cree observance of nature and its continual regeneration, was the 
matriarchal role of women in their society, a role inverted by the act of colonisation. 'We 
recognise that women have special qualities', says Highway, and that their energy 'is more 
contained and caring - the power within' - unlike masculine energy, which he sees as strident, or 
the power without (qtd. in Ferguson 20). Highway has also been quoted as envisaging a time 
'when the patriarchal chaos of the past will be replaced by a new cycle of chaos governed by 
matriarchy' (qtd. in Loucks 11). It is this perception that sees women, especially due to their 
function as birth-givers, become important symbols of spiritual regeneration.  
 
Highway's decision to combine the cyclic nature of sonata form with a play which contains 
almost exclusively female characters (although its themes are not confined to female issues), 
can be seen as further evidence of a deliberate, rather than unconscious intent. This argument is 
further reinforced by the fact that his second play, Dry Lips Oughta Move to Kapukasing, which 
focuses on the men of the reservation, is not written in sonata form. Indeed, there are numerous 
structural elements, or just as importantly a number of missing elements, which indicate the 
absence of sonata form. One of those elements is the introduction of two new themes/characters 
(Hera and the baby) near the end of the play. Thus to some extent, a brief examination of Dry 
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Lips is required to compare the two plays' quite different approaches to narrative and dramatic 
construction. 
 
If we take Highway's claim, 'ultimately, the writing of a play is very much like writing a 
symphony' (qtd. Enright 24) as a literal statement, we can see his second play organised very 
much within the 'theme  and variations' form most commonly used in the second movement of a 
classical symphony. Here the trickster, presented now as a female form, becomes the central 
determinant of change, as the male characters are subjected to and manipulated by her influence. 
Although each character is recognised as an individual variation of the main theme, their 
individual mutability is inescapably bound to the trickster's possibilities. As in the musical 
'theme and variations', which sees the core theme return throughout (but in different forms - 
played perhaps, by a bass instrument, or repeated in a minor key instead of a major key), so too 
the trickster continues to return in various guises throughout the play. 
 
The structure and overall tone of Dry Lips also parallels its symphonic counterpart in many 
ways. For example the slower pace and reliance on dialogue in the play, rather than motion, is 
typical of the slower and more lyrical theme and variations movement. Second movements are 
also generally not written in the tonic key (established in the first movement). In Dry Lips, 
almost the entire play is the product of a dream, denying the presence of home - so overtly 
foregrounded in the exposition, recapitulation and coda of The Rez Sisters - and substituting it 
with a dreamscape. The  physical presence of 'home' is denied, then, by locating the narrative 
within cerebral space, which suggests that 'what' is happening  (the  themes being developed) is 
more important than 'where' it is  happening. The 'rez' is a part of the narrative, but does not 
influence the men's emotional or psychological development. This is in marked contrast to the 
thematic unity of The Rez Sisters, in which the women's concerns are bound inextricably to the 
theme of home, whether it be their house, family, or the 'rez' (including issues such as staying or 
returning). Thus having established the concept of home as the 'key signature' of what one may 
argue are the first two movements of a theatrical symphony, to have prioritised it in the second 
play would again negate the strategy of replication. Highway has on several occasions 
mentioned his plan to write a cycle of 'rez' plays, and thus in indicating the influence of 'theme 
and variations' in his second play, can be seen to have supported the argument of a large scale 
work made up of independent movements: 
 
I believe that the process of writing plays is a musical act… with complex 
configurations including variations and combinations. I find it comes naturally to create 
one character as a legato and contrast him with a staccato... Then there are lyrical 
characters like Simon Starblanket who's full of dream visions and lilting passages (qtd. 
in Enright 24). 
 
A comparison between each play's aural tone also indicates the different conceptual approach 
taken. In Dry Lips the soundscape is dominated by harmonica, which Highway directs should be 
played with 'a definite 'blues' flavour' (p.9). Imbued with despair, anger, pain and isolation, the 
use of blues music is compatible with the sense of adversity that permeates the play. It is darker, 
frequently suggesting the confusion and surrealism of a nightmare rather than a dream. In 
contrast, The Rez Sisters utilises percussion, an unmediated soundscape which relies on rhythm 
rather than melody, and thus more effectively symbolises both the past, whereby indigenous 
storytelling is most often accompanied by dance and voice to the beat of percussion instruments, 
and the rhythmic patterns of the universe and nature. Such patterns include celestial cycles, tidal 
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rhythms, seasonal changes, animal migrations, the female menstrual cycle, and most importantly 
in terms of the play, the cyclic ideology and theology intrinsic to Cree spiritual traditions. On the 
other hand, the harmonica in Dry Lips suggests a modern Cree condition, in which the people 
are dislocated, as were African slaves, by the dominant culture. 
 
This comparison between the two plays also offers the critic further insight into Highway's use 
of sonata form, providing evidence of the relative differences between the two plays and their 
parallel music forms, particularly with regard to the structural positioning of characters. In the 
first play, as has been noted, the principle of not allowing any new themes to emerge after the 
exposition is paramount, and indeed, Highway complies with this. In Dry Lips, however, 
Highway introduces one definitely new and uncompromised character - Zachary's baby - at the 
end of the play. Moreover, as I will shortly argue, the final scene's introduction of Hera, also 
indicates the introduction of a new character, despite being portrayed by the same actor who 
plays the trickster figure. These elements in themselves suggest a negation of the sonata form 
principle, and thus the form overall. In The Rez Sisters, on the other hand, the presence of the 
Bingo Master, a new identity played by the trickster's actor, creates an interesting 
juxtapositioning of roles, which both adheres to the sonata form rule, and subverts it. 
 
The Bingo Master is clearly the trickster in a new guise, and as such conforms to the rule having 
been introduced during the exposition. However, on another level, the bingo game is real, and 
he enacts the role of master of ceremonies as the actual game of bingo is played out. Hence, 
while we may recognise that an actor is playing the dual role, (and it can be argued that 
perceptions would differ markedly between indigenous and white spectators), we would for a 
brief time accept the Bingo Master as an actual entity. That this reality is accepted outside the 
confines of the text (the resulting scene has no script and continues until someone in the 
audience wins) allows this duality to coexist. Such ambivalence, which both confirms and 
unsettles the fixidity of sonata form, is a strategic display of deformation and displacement, in 
which the dominant form is validated and at the same time disavowed. 
 
Adding complexity to this issue, however, is the role of Hera in Dry Lips. While the 
introduction of the baby provides evidence of a denial of sonata form construction, the dual role 
of the actor playing the trickster and Hera is not so clear cut as an indication of form. In 
performance, the question of identity - whether Hera is just another guise of the trickster or a 
separate character becomes a matter of interpretation by the audience which will in turn will be 
influenced by how the character is presented by the director and the actor. In addition, the 
ambivalence created sees this figure seep further into the dominant society's consciousness by 
confusing our sense of reality - as is the wont of the trickster. In the published text, however, 
Highway indicates quite clearly that Hera is not the trickster. The directions on page 126 of the 
Fifth House edition inform us that 'Zachary's wife, the 'real' Hera Keechigeesk, enters carrying 
their baby.' And in conjunction with this, the cast credits for the premiere production (p.7) 
separate the trickster's "spirits" (played by Doris Linklater) from the role of Hera (also played by 
Linklater). Therefore, it can be argued that a new character has been introduced in opposition to 
the sonata form rule. 
 
As a subversive strategy, the trickster can be seen to affect the colonising society and not just 
the indigenous people. The trickster becomes the unifying element which binds all the themes 
together, combining native tradition and Western European form, and then inverting the power 
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relationship to reduce the dominant form's authority. I would argue, however, that the trickster 
figure is not a theme in itself. Rather, he/she operates more in the role of conductor. Thus from a 
performance perspective the trickster can be seen to act as the interpreter (not translator) for the 
playwright's Idee. The subversive element goes much deeper than the ambivalent presence of 
the trickster and the replication of musical form though. Indeed, Highway's most strategic and 
overt disavowal of sonata form concerns the textual and theatrical appropriation of the form. 
 
In the brief historical and structural survey of sonata form examined in the previous chapter, it 
was mentioned that the form has been utilised in various independent instrumental movements. 
Further to this, it can be said that sonata form is never used in any form of vocal music. It does 
not occur in opera, chorales, masses, motets or cantatas, for example. Thus in utilising the form 
for a theatrical production, reliant as it is on spoken word and physical expression, the 
playwright has re-implicated sonata form's identity. As Bhabha puts it, in unsettling the colonial 
space from 'where the rite of power is enacted on the site of desire,' the subversive act makes its 
object 'at once disciplinary and disseminatory' - a negative transparency ('Signs' 154). 
 
Highway's departure from sonata form in Dry Lips in some way explains the generally less 
favourable criticism it has generated over the years. As Agnes Grant notes, 'some critics have 
claimed that [it] is confusing because it is not as carefully written'. Grant's reasoning is, 
however, that the play 'appears more confused because of the subject matter - men' (45). On the 
other hand, I would argue that to a large extent this confusion can be explained by the play's 
transgressive narrative structure - whereby the storyline doesn't develop through a clear line, or 
premise, of action. In using a theme and variations structure as the narrative's design, the 
playwright is compelled to deny traditional narrative principles and subject the story to an 
alternative process of dramatic interpretation. His presentation increases the likelihood, then, of 
distorting the narrative expectations of the audience, many of whom may be approaching the 
play for the first time. In this way, Highway's strategy of utilising a less formal narrative 
structure for his second play seems to have produced a level of ambivalence and confusion than 
is not evident in the first play. Thus the question needs to be asked; can modern criticism 
adequately analyse post-colonial discourses/narratives which diverge from conventional 
(Western) norms? This question becomes especially crucial when such areas of specialist 
knowledge as music and Cree culture are required. This is especially the case when attempting 
to analyse the plays of Tomson Highway. 
 
The focus on formal analysis is not in any way suggestive of its superiority over other 
methodologies, but rather becomes an argument for criticism in general to look beyond thematic 
approaches. As yet, Tomson Highway's numerous references to musical influences have 
seemingly failed to raise a response within critical circles. One might argue that his comments 
have been seen as simply expressions of artistic reasoning, and therefore not essential to the 
production of meaning transmitted through the text or performance. I would argue, however, 
that in both The Rez Sisters and Dry Lips Oughta Move to Kapuskasing, the formal structure 
influences to various extents Highway's thematic and narrative choices. 
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Recapitulation: Hybridity, The Rez Sisters, Post Colonial Criticism and 
Strategies of Subversion 
 
There are innumerable ways of playing and foiling the others game... [ways which] 
characterise the subtle, stubborn, resistant activity of groups which, since  they lack their 
own space, have to get along in a network of already established forces and  
representations. People have to make do with what they have. In these combatants' 
stratagems, there is a certain art of placing one's blows, a pleasure in getting around the 
rules of a constraining space. Even the field of misfortune is refashioned by this 
combination of manipulation and enjoyment (Michael de Certeau 18). 
 
When aboriginal people write they write in a style. They're able to adopt various styles 
of writing so that what they really want to write about is there. It's hidden. It's contained 
within their writing, if one can see through the subterfuge, the camouflage that they use 
when they're writing (Bruce McGuinness and Denis Walker qtd. in Hodge and Mishra 
206). 
 
Robin Ridington, in an article titled 'Cultures in Conflict: The  Problem of Discourse,' explores 
the failure of the Canadian judicial  system  to comprehend and adjust to cultural difference in 
the 1987 suit brought against the federal government by two bands of Cree and Dunne-za 
Indians. The trial judge's assessment of the plaintiffs' claims, and his evaluation of the testimony 
given by both their elders and anthropologist Hugh Brody, clearly indicate his misunderstanding 
of their social organisation and the way the Cree and Dunne-za code and transmit information.  
In effect, the case highlights the legal system's negligence in failing to establish or negotiate an 
objective discourse through which both sides might mediate the issue. Instead, the problem of 
discourse was intensified through adherence to Western judicial procedures and pretexts. 
Ridington concludes, 'there's something about the legal procedure that is terribly at odds with 
Dunne-za/Cree and other hunter-gatherer, and probably all other Indian cultures... You have a 
sense of the impossibility of it that's hard to communicate' (284, 286). 
 
The issue of negotiating and understanding the discourse between various cultures is naturally 
one of the primary concerns of post-colonial literary theory. The failure of the  Canadian legal 
system,  in this instance  to accept that there exist vital conceptual and practical differences in 
the way cultures comprehend and create meaning, provides ample evidence of the conflict 
which occurs when a dominant society refuses to accommodate differences, and asserts 'power 
and control through an annihilation of these differences' (Nothof 36). While post-colonial 
criticism's value can be seen in its attempt to interrogate the discourses of colonised and 
coloniser, concern is often raised about its overall effectiveness in achieving this mandate. Does 
the institutionalising of the discipline, as Benson and Conolly suggest, remove it 'from the 
terrain of material encounters into a totally textualised field' (283) in the same way that the legal 
system re-situated indigenous experience and reality into judicial discourse? 
 
This viewpoint, which Bhabha also sees as literary criticism's 'universalizing tendency [to 
manifest] itself as yet another form of control via cultural institutions' (qtd. in Rabillard 17), 
presents a dilemma for post-colonial discourse. However, while indigenous creative expression 
and post-colonial theory seemingly desire a relationship which works towards a similar process 
of decolonisation, one cannot suppose that individuals within the former sphere have not, and 
will not continue to attempt subversive acts against the dominant institution's authority. As 
Michael de Certeau explains within his theories of 'everyday life', it is human nature to include 
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as part of everyday social practice, tactics of evasion or resistance to the encroachment of order 
that each society attempts to place on the individual (18). 
 
These 'everyday' tactics can operate at various levels, from the simple and provocative (such as 
acts of disobedience to laws, conventions or social etiquette) to more complex appropriations of 
the resources provided by the social order. When individuals or groups are able to detach these 
resources from the system that produced them and turn them back against the interests of the 
producers, the basis of cultural resistance is formed. However, while de Certeau focuses on 
everyday practices (non-systematic tactics that exist primarily in their moments and situations of 
resistance or appropriation), Bhabha's argument is directed at the strategies (rather than tactics) 
of the marginalised. This desire to establish cultural and ideological territories within the 
dominant institution requires, as Bhabha suggests, not oppositional acts or exclusion, but the re-
implication of dominant perceptions through the use of camouflage and mimicry. This in turn 
places pressure on each critic not only to uncover these strategies but also to unravel their 
complexities and come to an understanding of the particular and the general within the areas of 
discourse. 
 
It is not, then, simply a matter of differences in discourse, and the difficulties that occur in 
adjusting to another culture's ways of being, that creates the crisis of dialogic communication. 
The role of hybridity as an interface between the product of the dominant and the practices of 
the marginalised also introduces the problematics of critical negotiations. And in this regard 
several positions and assumptions raised in response to The Rez Sisters, need to be examined. 
Furthermore, some critical treatments of Dry Lips Oughta Move to Kapuskasing must also be 
noted, primarily due to this text's status as a companion play to The Rez Sisters. Included in the 
following discussion are views which fail to negotiate elements of hybridity originating from 
Highway's indigenous traditions, as well those elements which are the result of colonial 
productivity. Ambivalence, replication, camouflage, parody, and elusiveness, all exist within the 
framework of Highway's theatre, which articulates the knowledges of cultural authority along 
with 'native' knowledges. These strategies of subversion and transgression serve to highlight the 
philosophy of 'black skin/white mask' which is essentially the defining moment of indigenous 
resistance. 
 
Each theatrical production, as Highway points out, is in itself a matter of complex negotiations 
between the text, actors, mise-en-scene, and audience: 
 
People have varying intellectual capabilities and some people are just more discerning 
than others regardless of whether they're native or non- native... There's probably lots of 
stuff that nobody catches, but I put it down anyway (qtd. in Morgan 133). 
 
The role of the post-colonial theorist as mediator is also critical since his or her opinions or 
ideas influence far more than academic circles, and thus the discourse takes on significant social 
implications for establishing inter-cultural relations. In this regard the biggest problem facing 
post-colonial theory may well be the sheer difficulty involved in understanding, or even 
recognising, hybridised forms and cultural concepts and beliefs. For example, A.B. Marx's 
concept of sonata form is one that recognises it as a system 'which maintains the highest level of 
global coherence while supporting a wide range of variety' (Burnham 'The Role' 261). His 
organic inference, which argues that a unity which synthesises a greater degree of variety is a 
higher unity than one which relies on the conformity of its constituent parts, also suggests that 
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frequent and complex acts of hybridity within a work require greater levels of critical 
investigation. As editor of the Berliner Allgemeine Musikalisch Zeitung, Marx stated that his 
mission was to comprehend and promote his period of musical art, a task which required 
'probing self-consciousness and historical awareness' (qtd. Burnham in 'Aesthetics' 3). The 
inclusion of 'cultural awareness' in this statement would express, no doubt, the focus of 
post-colonial criticism. It is a perspective that Highway himself agrees with, referring on several 
occasions to his own knowledge and awareness of Western mythologies: 
 
I've become very much a part of mythologies worldwide. I don't resist the impulse to 
create the characters that I do. And I don't resist the impulse to combine mythologies 
because ultimately they are universal and that their archetypes are all the same. I was 
really surprised at the response to Dry Lips because I didn't realise that non-Native 
people were so ignorant of their own mythology (qtd. in Enright 23). 
 
Highway's appropriation of 'the story of Hera and Zeus' (Enright 25) in Dry Lips provides 
additional evidence of the difficulties involved in an analysis which calls for knowledge of 
historical, cultural and spiritual matters. Moreover, given the inherent differences that exist 
within Cree discourse and Western criticism, it is not surprising that mis-readings or 
misrepresentations occasionally occur. What is of particular interest, though, is whether these 
are created by the critics themselves or, by the deliberate intent of the author or artist. An 
example of this type of error occurs in Dennis W. Johnston's 'Lines and Circles' (1990). In 
arguing that Highway has weakened 'the credibility of his indictment in Dry Lips, with a 
palliative 'dream ending' which seems gratuitous' (263), Johnston displays his ignorance of the 
importance of 'dreaming' for the Cree, and indeed a great many indigenous societies. As 
Australian Aboriginal playwright Kevin Gilbert counters in reference to the Dreamtime -  
dreaming not only refers to the long distant past 'but is a living continuation of spiritual life and 
instruction that continues today' (Gilbert 34). In Dry Lips the 'dream', in conjunction with the 
presence of the trickster, is an imperative to Highway's call for a return to Cree spiritual values. 
'The mythology of a people', he says, 'is the articulation of the dreamworld of that people; 
without that dreamlife being active in all its forms... the culture of that people is dead' ('On 
Native' 31). 
 
Nigel Hunt, also, sees the 'dream device' as tending 'to reduce the importance of the action' 
arguing that it perhaps allows 'us to dismiss its import with some version of "oh, that explains 
it," while neglecting the deeper warnings intended' (60). But again, this critic has taken a 
cultural relativist perspective. His viewpoint suggests that Highway should have foregone his 
cultural heritage (thus watering down the instructive meaning for the indigenous audience for 
whom the play is no doubt primarily intended) in order to facilitate dominant perspectives. And 
in another display of ignorance, Hunt points to the 'dream structure' as being an old one, using 
Shakespeare's The Taming of the Shrew as evidence of a long-used tradition. His seeming 
unawareness of the indigenous tradition, which in cultures such as the Cree and Australian 
Aboriginals is recognised as going back thousands of years, is little more than an insult to native 
societies. 
 
The mistake Johnston and Hunt make is quite clearly in their reading of Dry Lips from 
perspectives influenced by their own culturally specific biases and subjectivities, rather than 
from an informed objective base. These mis-readings are unacceptable, too, in light of 
numerous insights into indigenous discourse (and in this situation the role of dream visions in 
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each society) by members of a number of indigenous Canadian groups. Notable amongst these 
are works focusing on cultures such as the Ojibwa, Lenape, and Mistassini Cree, and which 
were available prior to the publication of both the Johnston and Hunt articles. It can be argued 
that Johnston and Hunt, like the Canadian judicial system, have intruded upon the 'other's' 
discourse by imposing imperial attitudes upon the marginalised, hence aiding and abetting the 
disruption of their voices. Indeed, their evaluation of the dream vision as 'weak theatricality' is 
never more obvious in its error than when compared with Tomson Highway's view of its 
importance within the infrastructure of North American Indian culture. 'Our dream visions', says 
the playwright, 'affect our day-to-day lives and... [are] every bit as important as our  physical, 
conscious life' (qtd. Enright 26). 
 
These instances of cultural misunderstanding can be seen as extreme examples, whereas most 
often the misreading simply reduces the effectiveness of a critic's argument in post-colonial 
terms. An example of this occurs when Adam Shoemaker suggests that 'the need for a live baby 
in the 'final scene.... [of Dry Lips] is indicative of the fact that this is an organic, living 
conclusion to a cyclical story' ('Crossing'  9). His proposal that the second play is structured 
according to a cyclical narrative is, however, diminished when one considers its theme and 
variations construction. Aside from the 'naked bum' tableau which begins both the first and final 
scenes, and the presence of the actor playing both the trickster and Hera (thus giving the 
impression of a cyclic return), there is no evidence in the narrative or thematic development to 
support Shoemaker's claim. Rather, the dream vision, with Highway's structural design 
emphasising its fragmented and surreal qualities, acts as an instructional device - a precursor to 
any physical and psychological action or development such as that inscribed within a cyclic 
narrative. The essential element in Cree spirituality, and imbued within the sonata form 
narrative of The Rez Sisters is the regenerative effect which occurs through one's experience 
with life. As Highways points out, 'only by going through the flood of flames can we find 
strength' (qtd. in Loucks 11). 
 
The issues which critics argue negate Dry Lips' effectiveness include its dramatic organisation - 
which does not develop in a linear fashion; and the fact that that the thematic and narrative 
potential which one might expect to be developed later never occurs. Furthermore, there is no 
resolution of tension through any spiritual, emotional, psychological or physical premise 
imposed on the characters, as is the case in The Rez Sisters, but rather through Zachary's 
awakening from the dream. However, these approaches are ones which reinforce the argument 
that Highway has moved away from traditional Western story-telling structures. Shoemaker's 
mis-reading of the play may seem inconsequential, but it ignores the playwright's desire to 
balance both sides of his culture's social experience - the negative/past, positive/future. For 
while neither play focuses on specific gender issues, the impact of colonisation on the balance 
within his peoples' male/female social roles and power relations is central. Hence the 
regenerative and vibrant feel of The Rez Sisters, with its sonata form design (cyclic), is balanced 
in Dry Lips against a narrative structure (non-cyclic and non-linear) designed to upset and 
alienate the dominant audience. Dry Lips can be seen to re-implicate the effect that colonisation 
had on Indian men in particular, by using a male focused narrative to shift the axis of power 
back in favour of the discriminated subject and unsettle the narcissistic authority of colonial 
power. 
 
 32 
 
This issue of balance, particularly with regard to The Rez Sisters and Dry Lips, has become a 
focus of debate among critics and native people alike. Seen separately, it is easy to understand 
criticisms aimed at each play's purpose, their exclusion of opposite genders, and their 
presentation of native people. When Anita Tuharsky, a Metis woman, indicates her 
disappointment of Dry Lips, saying Highway 'did not balance the negativity' (qtd. in Filewod 
370), it is hard not to agree. However, such comments indicate an unawareness of each play as 
an independent movement operating as part of a unified whole. Highway has made it clear that 
the 'rez' cycle is a multiple endeavour, and collectively these two plays do provide a balance to 
each other. Negative and positive coexist within the larger framework. Highway's positioning of 
the positive within The Rez Sisters can be recognised as his assertion of Cree heritage and 
values. As Cree elder Rose Auger notes: 'When we still had our culture, we had balance. The 
women made ceremonies, and she was recognised as being united with the moon, the earth, and 
all the forces on it' (qtd. in Grant 'Canadian' 48). Native women, as Moravian missionary Johann 
Heckewilder noted in 1821, actively participated 'in the quest for survival within their harsh 
environment' (qtd. Schonenberger 9) and customarily joined the men in councils. The impact of 
colonisation on the social fabric of Highway's people - particularly the emphasis on male 
authority over matrilineal or gynefocal ideology which tore apart what was otherwise an 
equitable relationship - is represented in the separating of gender and gender implications for 
both plays. The balance could have been presented within just one play, but as a subversive 
political statement this would be less effective, leading to an emphasis on confrontation between 
the sexes rather than on spiritual growth. Furthermore, it would have required narrative 
structural decisions not applicable to musical construction, and thus denied the playwright's 
intention regarding form. One cannot, for instance, introduce theme and variations principles 
within sonata form or minuet and trio movements without producing structural chaos. 
 
Another mis-reading which seems innocuous at first is that presented in a discussion on poetic 
realism by Marc Maufort in a 1993 British Journal of Canadian Studies article. In it Maufort 
diminishes the celebratory and regenerative nature of The Rez Sisters by arguing for the play to 
be received as a tragedy. 'The mood of the central part of the play,' he writes, 'is one of 
disappointment, which heightens the sense of the tragic' (233). A little later Maufort again refers 
to the 'atmosphere of tragedy inherent in [the] drama' (235). For him the disappointments and 
losses such as the failed bingo ventures, the death of loved ones, the difficulty of finding love, 
and the tension of men and women living in harmony, are indicators of 'the capacity of the 
Indian to suffer' (234).  Maufort's over-reading of the play, which hardly qualifies as tragedy in 
both a Western dramatic sense or in Cree terms, denies the play's celebration of hope, individual 
and cultural survival, and a renewal of Cree spiritual values. 
 
In relation to musical form and hybridity, Sheila Rabillard, in her exploration of questions of 
gender and hybridity in Tomson Highway's plays, invites one to consider his use of operatic 
structure in The Rez Sisters. Her appraisal is one that this thesis strenuously refutes.  Rabillard's 
first reference to opera, made during her comparison of the play with Michael Tremblay's Les 
Belles Souers, suggests that both plays 'share what might be called  an  operatic quality, [with] 
their moments of sustained monologue or chorus, and their bravura emotional passages' (18). 
The second instance refers to the 'strategies and forms of opera' in Highway's juxtapositioning of 
the play with the low excitements of a monster bingo. Rabillard proposes that this conjunction 
of popular and elite subtly derails the schooled responses of a mainstream audience, and that in 
addition it suggests 'a perspective from the margins of the dominant society - a somewhat 
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detached point of view from which "high" and 'low' might appear in a different light and with an 
altered value' (20). 
 
The problem with Rabillard's viewpoint is that it is founded on a false premise: that The Rez 
Sisters is constructed and informed by operatic structures. This argument fails to satisfy on 
several points. Firstly, in replicating sonata form structure and in using its principles of form, 
Highway by necessity negates any comparison to operatic form. As has been mentioned in the 
previous chapter, sonata form is never used other than for instrumental compositions. And as a 
strategy of subversion, his hybridisation of a classical music form relies implicitly on the ruse of 
recognition and its mockery of the dominant form. To have included elements of operatic 
structure - elements as intrinsic as the prelude or overture, arias, and recitatives - would reduce 
the strategy by increasing structural confusion. Further to this, Rabillard misrepresents the 
thematic and cultural reality of Highway's play by comparing it to a form renowned for its 
exaggerated sense of the fantastic.  'No opera plot can be sensible', writes Richard  Kamien, [for 
 its] characters  are people  overwhelmed by love, lust, hatred, and revenge' (153). 
 
It can be seen, then, that Rabillard has confused the dramatic aspects of opera and theatre in an 
attempt to prove her argument for hybridity. However, in presenting a case founded on a 
generalised notion of musical form, she has both undermined that argument and succeeded in 
entangling it in uncertainty and disavowal. As Bhabha notes, it is the ruse of recognition which 
allows the stratagem of hybridity to terrorise authority. And thus we can see as erroneous 
Rabillard's claim that 'what defines the hybrid strategy... is not mere resemblance but overt 
gestures that draw attention to a palimpsestic over-writing of the...text' (18).The overt gestures 
of 'operatic quality' that she recognises in The Rez Sisters have not been informed by the 
playwright but rather by the critic herself.  
 
The idea that meaning in creative arts such as literature or drama is primarily a result of each 
individual's reading or reception of a work, rather than the expression of the artist, is 
problematic when the author deliberately sets out to 'jive' his or her audience. In such instances a 
mis-reading of the text is tantamount to having the 'wool pulled over one's eyes' - in the same 
way that African-American slaves were able to subvert the authority of the master by instilling 
'other' meanings into seemingly innocuous language? As there are no rules or principles 
involved in the process of hybridity, the overt appropriation of a musical form like opera would, 
for Rabillard, be seemingly justified. However, if the initial premise is incorrect then the 
conclusions must by necessity fail to satisfy the critical objective. One might argue in this 
instance that in reading The Rez Sisters as opera-influenced - an interpretation which leads to a 
different perception of the playwright's structural and cultural intent - Rabillard is effectively 
serving the interests of the dominant discourse in the same way that the Canadian government 
did in the 1987 Dunne-za/Cree suit. The work of indigenous artists clearly demands that critics 
attempt to negotiate the complex relationship between the dominant and marginalised 
discourses. The work of Tomson Highway suggests, however, that these negotiations are not 
going to be handed to them on a silver platter. Indeed, the central motif in the fight to establish 
their own cultural space and a voice within the dominant society demands strategies of 
resistance by Native artists - not assimilation or collaboration. 
 
There can be no concessions or consent given to post-colonial criticism by indigenous artists, 
despite its intentions, for any alliance must be the result of knowledges earned and not just 
knowledges learned. And the difference occurs in the degree and extent to which one 
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approaches the discourse. As A.B. Marx illuminates, the role of the critic is not in defending his 
or her own circle of ideas, or own world view - 'that which it perceives as necessary to itself, 
against the pressure of foreign parties' - but the synthesising and promotion of a higher 
understanding of the issues in question' (qtd. Burnham 6). Marx identifies the critic's mission as 
the employment of three distinct but unifying modes: the intellectual, which can understand and 
work on the formal and theoretical levels; the emotional, an understanding of the expressive 
content of a work; and finally, the spiritual mode, which incorporates the other two modes in a 
totality of mental capacities. 
 
As we draw closer to the end of this millenium, and a century which has seen the enormous 
advancements in technology and changes in many Western societies dominated by scientific, 
rational and intellectual thinking, it is the last aspect of Marx's critique which in many ways has 
fared least well in literary theory. In the work of Native artists such as Tomson Highway, 
however, it is an area which requires much greater attention if one is to earn the right to 
understand. As Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin conclude: 
 
Critical texts as well as creative texts are products of post-colonial hybridity. In fact, it is 
arguable that to move towards a genuine affirmation of multiple forms of native 
'difference', we must recognise that this hybridity will inevitably continue. This is a 
prerequisite of a radical appropriation which can achieve a genuinely transformative and 
interventionist criticism of contemporary post-colonial reality (180). 
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Coda 
I'm a trickster.  All indigenous people are tricksters. We have to run, hide, jump over, 
pretend and fight so that we can live  in two worlds (Gloria Miguel qtd. Baker 52). 
 
The trickster is here.  He's an extension of my spirit (Tomson Highway qtd. Wigston 9). 
 
In conclusion I would like to acknowledge Tomson Highway's somewhat ambivalent responses 
to my questions during our meeting at Wordsmith's Café, The University of Queensland, in July 
this year. I was particularly keen to explore his frequent references to musical form as an 
influence in the structuring of his plays and discuss his reticence in acknowledging any precise 
appropriation.  In response to a direct question regarding the extent to which he was influenced 
by sonata form's dramatic possibilities, and my assertion that The Rez Sisters is a meticulous 
construction of that form (40),
2
 Highway at first denied any specific influence, but then 
proceeded to give credence to the relationship through a comparison with the structure of 
popular narrative in theatre and literature. This ambivalent response (denial and 
acknowledgment) is compatible with the notion of strategic resistance to a dominant institution 
(academic criticism) by implying that my argument over-reads the level of appropriation, while 
at the same time referring to the possibilities of such a relationship. Further to this, Highway did 
not respond to an additional claim that the play was closely aligned to 'the principles of sonata 
form' pointing instead to elements of musical construction, not sonata form itself. 
 
Perhaps the most significant indicator of Highway's resistance to this line of questioning, 
however, was my direct inference that he had utilised his knowledge of the instrumentation and 
structure of Beethoven's Septet in the construction of The Rez Sisters (41). This assertion is 
simply a response to the playwright's own claims, as articulated to Ann Wilson, and quoted in 
this thesis (1). A direct response was again deferred as he instead returned to my earlier 
question, claiming 'I didn't write that play specifically in sonata form' (41). While his statement 
would appear to contradict the argument put forward in this dissertation, as I will shortly 
propose, this can also be seen in terms of post-colonial discourse as a tactical manoeuvre 
designed to subvert and disrupt the authoritarianism of an academic critique. What immediately 
struck me during our conversation, however, was his lack of curiosity when I raised the issue of 
a relationship between the Rez Sisters text and Beethoven's Septet. Despite having long 
acknowledged his love of the composer's music and the significant influence it has played in his 
life, Highway did not question me on the matter. Indeed, he showed no interest at all. As the 
transcript of the interview (below) will attest, what followed was a short denial, followed by a 
casual non-specific response about the form. Highway then deflected the subject towards 
another Beethoven work, Opus 64.  
 
It is my conclusion, in relation to both Highway's non-response to the Septet issue and his denial 
of the use of sonata form as a template for The Rez Sisters, that his objective is aligned with that 
of the trickster. The evidence put forward in this dissertation overwhelmingly supports my 
argument that Highway's knowledge of musical form allowed him the ability to appropriate the 
various principles demanded in sonata form for a theatrical realisation. And moreover, that his 
theatrical cycle of 'rez' plays has to date provided further evidence of a larger scale work 
involving individual (and self-contained) movements. The suggestion that Highway is casting 
                     
2
  All citations in this Coda refer to page numbers within the thesis. 
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himself in the role of the trickster, is in no way meant to cast aspersions on him, but rather 
propose testimony to the spiritual unity which manifests itself through his work and which 
operates within the trickster's universe. 
 
The trickster is complex and yet simple. It teaches lessons about life, and is capable of both 
negative and positive human characteristics.  It can tell the most devious lies and present the 
most absolute truths. The trickster is mischievous, it gets into trouble, but at the same time 
'functions as a reminder of both individual mortality and of the limitations of individual 
understanding of the wide and beautiful and mysterious world (Moses 87). The trickster can be 
dangerous and is capable of anything. It has the possibilities of diabolic cruelty and evil, as 
much as it embodies beauty and incredible love and ecstasy (Enright 27). It 'tries to trick people, 
but more often than not the tricks backfire' and it 'gets caught up in these ridiculous, sometimes 
quite horrifying situations' (Morgan 135). The trickster lives within the people who share its 
spirituality, inhabits their dreams, and shapes their future. It affects their physical world and 
follows them everywhere. But no one has yet seen it. It is ultimately ambivalent. 
 
To me [the trickster] is an entertainer, a fabulous story-teller, a lover of the flesh, a 
dashing, charming and energetic creature who is still kicking around. I think [the 
trickster] takes on different identities throughout the centuries. I seriously believe [it] 
inhabits Tomson Highway's body right now (Fernando Hernandez Perez qtd in Baker 
52). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A.B. Marx 
Source: www.wikipedai.com 
 
 
 
Tomson Highway 
Source: www.miigwan.com 
 
 
Ludwig van Beethoven 
Source: www.art-brand.ru 
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Appendix A:  Interview with Tomson Highway 
  
The following interview with Tomson Highway was conducted at Wordsmith's Cafe, The 
University of Queensland, on Wednesday 24th July 1996. The interview has been edited slightly 
to accommodate the transference of natural speech patterns into written form. There are 
occasional moments when noise has briefly interfered with the recording process, and these are 
indicated by (........).       
 
 
------------------------------------------- 
 
CD:    Thank you for taking the time to speak to me Tomson. The reason I asked you is that I'm 
doing my honours thesis on your play The Rez Sisters, and it is attempting to respond to some 
questions and issues raised with regard to the influence that music, and music structure, had on 
the way you constructed the text. On a number of occasions you've made mention of this 
influence, and particularly that of sonata form. And while you've never acknowledged to what 
extent you were influenced by the dramatic possibilities of that form, I've analysed The Rez 
Sisters as precise sonata form construction. So I was wondering what your reaction to this might 
be. 
 
TH:    No not any plays specifically. Well, ultimately Sonata form is like - you know sonata 
form right? - it comes in three sections. There is the exposition, there's the development, and 
there's the recapitulation. Well essentially, a play is like that. You know, there's the exposition - 
or any story for that matter. A novel is like that. It has an exposition where you expose your 
characters. You introduce your characters and you introduce the plot, or the plots. And then the 
second section is the development, right? Where you develop the characters. You develop the 
plot or plots. And there's the recapitulation where you tie things up. Where you tie up the plot or 
plots, or the plot and the sub-plots, and you bring the characters (......). So that is sonata form. 
 
CD:    So when you were actually considering writing the play, using your knowledge of sonata 
form, was it a conscious decision to use the principles as a basis for the play's construction? I 
mean, I've examined the similarities between it and the well-made-play, which interestingly 
began to be developed by Scribe around the late classical era - the time of Beethoven. However, 
when I began to analyse your play I noticed how closely it aligned itself with the principles of 
sonata form. I see you doing things, especially in the development section, which are very 
musical in their appropriation. 
 
TH:    Okay, well we're talking about structure. Sonata form is structure. But then there are also 
the specifics of musical construction. Sonata form is a form. There are also individual elements 
of musical construction, which are the essential, the basic elements. Such things as rhythm, 
phrasing, breathing, harmony, diminution, augmentation, all that stuff. So for instance, rhythm 
[taps table] like all our speech patterns are rhythmic. 
 
CD:    Yep. 
 
TH:    Like, for instance, you just said 'yep'. 'Yep', and all that. And my speech pattern is like 
this at the moment.  This sentence goes like this at the moment, this sentence goes like this at 
the moment, this sentence goes like this at the moment, goes like this at the moment. And 
translated into musical pattern is [indicates appropriate rhythm with vocal sounds]. So if you 
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listen to basic ordinary conversation, it's all musical construction. So I've always considered 
vocal construction as musical construction. So that every sentence that I write is very, ah... I 
consider the initial conception of it as musical. It has to be musical to work. I don't like writing 
sentences that are not rhythmical (....). So that's one way. 
 
And the other way is when I develop ideas or characters in such a way that they are very, you 
know for instance... you have a staccato character who [begins to talk quickly and short accents] 
talks like that all the time, very fast, very funny, a comic character. And his physical energy's 
like that. He moves accordingly. So that's music again. And then you have the legato character 
[begins talking slowly and in a measured fashion, emphasising words] who talks like this. 
Whose phrasing is much more connected. And whose physicality reflects that. And whose 
emotional reality also will, generally speaking, more than likely turn out to be a very measured 
(......). Whereas a comic character is very much like this eh [indicates the physical aspects]... 
and that kind of stuff. And those kinds of things are sort of eking their way behind the play. So 
that's musical construction. 
 
CD:   After I'd done my initial analysis of The Rez Sisters, and began to look at all the 
connections with sonata form, I went and explored a number of works, and amongst them - just 
on speculation mind you - I looked at Beethoven's Septet. Primarily because it too was written 
for seven instruments/characters, like the play... not counting the trickster who I see as being the 
thematic essence, or idee imbued within the play. Beethoven was my initial choice, apart from 
him being my favourite composer, because you mention him more frequently than any other 
composer. And so I both, wasn't, and was surprised when in looking at the Septet I recognised 
some striking similarities in the orchestration, if I can use that word, between your play and 
Beethoven's piece. One of these similarities occurs in the way you both present the opening of 
your development sections, whereby all characters/instruments perform at the same time. And in 
both works during this same section one of the instruments/characters, - in the Septet it is the 
bassoon and in your play Zhaboonigan - performs in the passage, but acts more as an 
accompaniment to the others. So I want to ask you was this a conscious act of artistic reasoning 
or a sub-conscious, or innate, response to the play's structural needs. 
 
TH:    Yes, I suppose I do. I mean I used that quotation about sonata form as very general. I 
don't use it specifically. I don't go about and say 'I'm going to write this play in a certain form.' 
There are sort of general notions. I didn't write that play specifically as sonata form. But what 
I'm saying is that I think it's generally storytelling. It's very... I mean, sonata form was invented 
for a very specific reason. To give chaos form. And not only does it apply to musical 
construction, it applies to construction of narrative. And you can vary that. I mean God knows 
Beethoven didn't always use sonata form. There are any number of sonatas I can think of where 
he moved away from it. Opus 64, for instance. Are you familiar with that? 
 
CD:    No, not that one. 
 
TH:    I think it's Opus 64, where the first movement is not strictly exposition, development and 
recapitulation. 
 
CD:    Where my interest is coming from, I should explain, is very much influenced by Adolf 
Bernhard Marx, the 19th Century German composer and music theorist who developed a system 
for teaching music construction. His main goal was to try and understand the artistic reasoning 
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of Beethoven - the spirit that was coming out of Beethoven's music. Similarly, I'm trying to 
understand the artistic reasoning behind your work - especially The Rez Sisters, and using 
music, which you've indicated is a significant influence, as a basis. Therefore, rather than rely 
solely on literary or post-colonial theories, I've taken a course which marries those with theories 
of musical form. 
 
Marx was intrigued by the 'spirit' of a work. And that this 'spirit', or 'idee' had to come from 
within the artist. So I'm wondering if the criticism that has been applied to The Rez Sisters in 
particular, has come to grips with the spiritual or creative side of the writing process. I mean, I'm 
not fully able to understand your culture or your beliefs because of my own cultural upbringing 
and environment, and thus can only rely on what is relayed to me. Do you feel that the critics 
have been able to absorb the idee or spiritual essence within that play, or others. 
 
TH:   Some of it. I think so. I mean half the time critics (.....). I mean anyone will tell you that. 
It's like really a mess a lot of the time. But, and those are young theories that still have a long 
way to go. But eventually I would like to find a way of expressing myself in writing, where the 
elements of construction, like form, and ideas, ideas and meaning including the whole concept 
of spiritual belief along with theology, come together in the perfect balance. But I don't think 
I've found that yet. Not yet. i still have a lot of work to do, and God willing I'll have time to do 
it. 
 
CD:   [laughs] I suppose, too, that the line of thought I've been taking can be summed up in a 
quote from Robert Schumann who said, 'only when the form is quite clear to you will the spirit 
become clear to you.' 
 
TH:   Yeah, well when you think of the fact that those late sonatas of Beethoven's, for instance, 
I mean when you think of what point in his career that he wrote them. Because when you 
compare his earlier sonatas, for instance Opus 10, with the Hammerklavier,Opus 106. 
  
CD:   Oh yeah. 
 
TH:   You know, that's a huge difference. It's like the difference between an igloo and a 
Romanesque cathedral, you know? 
 
CD:   That's a great example, the Hammerklavier. It's the ideal example for describing the 
difference between a very good work, say one of Chopin's preludes - the one in A minor, for 
example, and a work of sheer, dare I say genius. Something that almost defies comprehension. I 
mean, how can someone conceive something like that. I see it as a matter of not so much how 
good a work is, but how far it goes towards achieving the original conception. Does it achieve 
what the artist set out to achieve? 
 
TH:   Yeah, very much so. And it took him that long to develop that skill. Of learning the 
discipline of form, and applying spiritual ideas to it. Using that form to express spiritual ideas. 
So.... and God willing, those of us who do reach that stage of development will have enough 
time to accomplish similar feats. Although I would think that most of us would never get that 
far.  
 
CD:   [laughs] 
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TH:   He was so amazing, he was probably one of the greatest... In my opinion he was one of 
the greatest men who ever lived. 
 
CD:   Yeah, I agree. As A.B. Marx, and others have noted. Other people might enter the same 
sphere briefly, might create something as good or even better - Brahmms had a good go with a 
few of his sonata form compositions - but they haven't been able to maintain the consistency of 
Beethoven's output. They can only go so far. We know that going deaf didn't seem to diminish 
his ability, and you get the feeling that it was only death that stopped his continuing 
development. 
 
And I suppose, in getting back to your play, I've been heavily influenced by the decisions you 
made on constructing The Rez Sisters… just as Marx was with Beethoven. And equally 
important, considering the principles of sonata form, the things you didn't or couldn't do. In the 
play, for example, I recognise in the final scene a parallel concept to that of the coda. The full 
sense of return - of home. Have I gone too far with this analysis? 
 
TH:   Well I guess, I mean those ideas have come through, subliminally. 
 
CD:   I wondered about that. 
 
TH:   They've filtered through. And with a lot of this stuff you don't really have a choice. I mean 
some of that stuff is so magical that it just happens magically. It comes of its own accord. there's 
a part of the writing process, times when you lift. It becomes magical. It's almost as if somebody 
else is writing. I would think that it's moments like that that those ideas filtered through 
subliminally, or sub-consciously. 
 
CD:   Well that aligns itself pretty much with Marx's concept of spirit or idee - the material 
expression of ideas. I wonder then about the unity I see in the play. The rhythm, for example, 
and having not been lucky enough to see the play, I have to rely on descriptions. How does the 
rhythm operate throughout the play. Does it counterpoint the action and the characters? 
 
TH:   I don't know. I mean I'd like to think that that was what I was planning, but I don't think 
that I'm that smart yet. 
 
CD:   Well, I think that's all I've got to ask you. Thank you very much for your time and 
patience. It's been a pleasure meeting you. 
 
TH:   Thank you. 
 
 [At this point the tape was turned off, however, Tomson and I, having found a mutual 
passion, continued to talk for another ten minutes or so on the subject of Beethoven.] 
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Appendix B: Glossary of Musical Terms 
    
The terms and explanations compiled for this glossary have mostly been adapted from 
Richard Kamien's compendium Music: An Appreciation. 
 
Adagio:  Slow. 
 
Allegretto:  Moderately fast. 
 
Allegro:  Fast. 
 
Andante:   Moderately slow, walking pace. 
 
Baroque era:  Refers to the period 1600-1750 (the later year also marking the death of J.S.  
 Bach who, along with George Frederic Handel, was one of the giants of the baroque   
 music style). In the arts the term baroque can be over-simplified as referring, to elaborate  
 ornamentation the filling of space with action and movement. It was also a period very 
 much shaped by the needs of churches and against a backdrop of scientific advances which 
 led to a mixture of rationalism, sensuality, materialism and spirituality. In music,  
 homophonic texture was  favoured but as the period advanced both harmony and  
 instrumental music began to develop more strongly. 
 
Binary form:  A two-part form (AB) which can be represented as statement (A) and counter- 
 statement (B). 
 
Bridge (transition): A section within a sonata form exposition which leads from the first theme 
 (or group of themes) in the tonic, or home, key to the second theme or group of themes, 
 and which is in a different key (usually the dominant). 
 
Call and response:  A style commonly found in non-western forms such as African music, or 
 music derived from these styles (i.e. jazz) whereby one voice or instrument is answered, or  
 the phrase repeated, by other instruments or a chorus. 
 
cf (cantus firmus): Refers to a pre-existing melody which forms the basis of later treatment  
 by the composer - often using polyphonic techniques. In this thesis cf is followed by bars,  
 which represent the first time the melody appears. The numbers cited immediately before  
 the cf notification are the bars in which the melody has been given a new treatment - for  
 example [bars 191-216, cf 28-33] 
 
Chamber music:  music which is written for and performed by a small group of musicians,  
 with one player to a part. Particularly favours trios or string quartets. 
 
Classical era:  The period between 1750 and the death of Beethoven (1820), an era also  
 dominated by Mozart and Joseph Hayden. The classical period began to develop between  
 1730-70 (preclassical period), but is seen as beginning with the early work of Hayden.  
 Classical music has a stress on balance and clarity of structure, and is typified by the use of  
 orchestra and piano, as well as the abandonment of harpsichord and basso continuo music.  
 Classical music is also more flexible than baroque music, utilising polyphony, complex  
 rhythmic patterns, contrasts of mood, and  more sophisticated melodic constructions. 
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Clef:  The symbol placed at the beginning of a piece of music which indicates which indicates  
 the exact pitch of each line and space. 
 
Coda: The concluding section within a sonata form composition which rounds off the  
 preceding recapitulation section by repeating themes of developing them further.  
 Establishes a feeling of finality to the work. 
 
Counterpoint: (contrapuntal music) The technique of combining or juxtaposing two or more 
 melodic lines into a meaningful whole. 
 
Crescendo: Gradually softer. 
 
Decrescendo: Gradually louder. 
 
Development:  The middle section of a sonata form movement in which the themes presented   
 during the exposition are  developed.  The music typically moves through different keys  
 with contrasts in mood (either to that expressed in the exposition or to others within the  
 development). 
 
Dominant chord or key:  A scale which has as its basis a chord built on the fifth note of the  
 tonic scale. For example, the fifth note of the C scale is G (C, D, E, F, G). A C major triad  
 chord would consist of C, E, G while the dominant triad would be G, B, D (G, A, B, C, D).  
 The dominant chord naturally sets up a tension which can only be resolved by returning to  
 the tonic key. 
 
Exposition:  Generally the first section of a sonata form movement (unless preceded by a short  
 introduction), which establishes themes, and sets up conflict between the tonic key theme(s)  
 and the new  key theme(s). 
 
Form:  The organisation of musical ideas in time. The concept of form is, however, quite  
 ambiguous when applied to the language of artistic endeavour. Structure and form have  
 been commonly  interchanged, and often disputed, with each being seen as a sub-category of  
 the other. In this dissertation, structure is advanced as a self-regulating system of  
 transformations which is not co-incident with form. Thus the structure of a work is seen as  
 being more narrowly defined than that of the  form of a work. Form provides, then, the  
 pretext for a work's structure and presents the idea of possibilities. Alternatively, the  
 structure of a work is the material production of those possibilities. Marx defines form as  
 the incarnation of the Idee. 
 
Home key:  See tonic key. 
 
Homophonic texture:   A term which describes the presentation of a melody accompanied by 
 chords.  Typically a voice backed by an instrument such as piano or guitar. 
 
Idee:  A.B Marx refers to the Idee of a piece of music as the spiritual content. His 1826 treatise  
 notes: 
 
We will have comprehended the essence of a musical work only when we have 
conjointly perceived its sensuous aspect and discerned its spiritual aspect (qtd. in 
Burnham "Aesthetics" 8). 
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 However, the exact nature of this spiritual content remains somewhat vague. Marx's  
 favourite analogy is that of the body and its soul, and in this regard the Idee of a work can  
 be thought of as the material expression of ideas. What is certain, though, is that the Idee is  
 distinct from the higher designation of spiritual activity - kunstprinzip - the art principle.  
 This term indicates the overall direction of spiritual activity within which the artist realises  
 his or her achievements. 
 
Key: (tonality)  The central note, scale,  and chord of a composition or piece of music. It  
 provides the basis from which all other tones within the work are heard and related to. 
 
Key signature: Represented by the sharps and flats immediately following the clef sign, it 
 indicates  
 the key in which the music is to be played. 
 
Largo:  very slow, broad. 
 
Legato: A smooth and connected manner of performing a melody. 
 
Leitmotif:  Much the same in concept with that of theme, but typically is a short musical idea 
 associated with a person, object, or thought. The leitmotif is characteristic of the musical  
 themes within many of Wagner's operas. 
 
Minuet and trio:  A compositional form (derived from dance songs) which is presented in  
 three parts (A) trio (B) minuet (A) trio. It is often the third movement of a classical  
 symphony, contrasting the generally slower and heavier mood of the preceding theme and  
 variations, with its moderate tempo (played in 3/4 time), and light, uncomplicated essence. 
 
Modulation:  The shift from one key to another. 
 
Motive:   A fragment of a theme or leitmotif which is developed within a composition. 
 
Movement:  A piece of music that is complete and independent in its own right, but which is  
 nonetheless part of a larger composition. 
 
Musical texture:  A term which refers to the layers of sound that are heard at the same time, 
  including how many, what kinds, and how they relate to each other. 
 
Overture:  A short orchestral composition which in the field of art music opens an opera and  
 sets the overall dramatic mood. Introductions to later acts of an opera are referred to  
 as preludes. 
 
Polyphonic texture:  This term refers to the simultaneous performance of two or more melodic  
 lines, and which  are of relatively equal interest. 
 
Recapitulation:  The third section of a sonata form movement (not counting the introduction, if  
 it has been included), in which the themes and  bridge of the exposition are repeated  more  
 or less as they  were originally, but this time all in tonic key. 
 
Recitative:  A vocal presentation within opera, oratorios or cantatas, in which the delivery  
 imitates the rhythms and pitch fluctuations of speech. Recitatives often lead into an aria. 
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Rhythm:  The ordered flow of music through time. It also refers to the pattern and duration of 
 musical notation. 
 
Rondo from: A compositional form  which historically preceded the introduction of sonata  
 form. It  contains a main theme (A) which returns several times in alteration with other  
 themes - most commonly ABACA and ABACABA. It is also form most often used as the  
 last movement of classical symphonies, sonatas, and string quartets. 
 
Sonata: The sonata during the baroque period is recognised as a composition in several  
 movements for one to eight instruments. In later periods, it describes a composition usually  
 in several movements, but for one or two instruments only. 
 
Sonata form:  Form of a single movement consisting of three main sections, the exposition,  
 development and recapitulation, along with a coda, and during the earlier classical period,  
 an introduction. 
 
Sonata-rondo form:  Compositional form which combines the repeating principles of rondo,  
 but includes a development section (as occurs in sonata form) - generally  presented as  
 ABA-development-ABA. 
 
Staccato:  short and detached. 
 
Subject:  Theme of a baroque fugue, but also refers to themes within a sonata form movement. 
 
Symphony:  An orchestral composition, generally in four movements and 20 - 45 minutes in 
 duration, which presents various individual forms and exploits a wide range of tone colours  
 and dynamics available through the use of an orchestra. Typically it is represented by: 
 
     - 1st Movement:  Sonata form 
     - 2nd Movement:  Theme and Variations 
     - 3rd Movement:  Minuet and Trio 
     - 4th Movement:  Rondo form 
 
Terraced dynamics:  Abrupt  alterations between loud and soft dynamic levels, and 
 characteristic of the baroque period. The introduction and dominance of the pianoforte in  
 the classical period (with its ability to allow the pianist to change the dynamic levels  
 through pressure of hands and foot pedals) and the increasing sophistication musical  
 instruments (particularly brass and woodwind) saw the general decline of terraced dynamics  
 as crescendo and decrescendo created stronger elements of mood change and increases or  
 reductions in tension. 
 
Theme and variations:  A form in which the main musical idea (or theme) is repeated over and 
 over, but changed each  time in melody, rhythm, harmony, dynamics, or tone colour. Used  
 as an independent work, but more often included as part of a larger work such as a  
 symphony. 
 
Tone colour: (timbre) The quality of sound that distinguishes one instrument from another. 
 
Tonality (see key): 
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Tone: Sound that has a definite pitch, or frequency. 
 
Tonic: (keynote):  The central tone of a melody or composition. When a work is in the key of  
 C major, for example, the tonic note is C. 
 
Tonic key: (home key): Central key in a piece of music, usually beginning and ending it,  
 regardless of how many other keys are included. 
 
Transition: (see bridge) 
 
Triad: The most basic chord in music, consisting of three alternate notes within a scale, such as  
 do,  mi so (1, 3, 5). 
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The Rez Sisters and Septet (Opus 20) Adagio; Allegro con brio 
(1st Movement): Section breakdown 
 
 
 
The Rez Sisters         Septet 1
st
 Movement                           
 
 
 
Introduction:          Introduction:    
 
 'Production Notes,' 'A Note on Nanabush,'    [bars 1-18] 
   'Cast of Characters,' 'Act One (stage  
  directions) [pp. xi-xiii, 1] 
 
 
Exposition:          Exposition: 
 
 1
st
 Group of Themes [pp.2-34]      1st Group of Themes  [bars 19-52]
 Bridge [begins with March to the Store,    Bridge     [bars 40-52] 
  pp.35-37]               
 2
nd  
Group of Themes  [begins with the    2
nd  
Group of Themes  [bars 53-111] 
  entrance of Emily Dictionary,  
  pp.37-43] 
 
 
 
Development:          Development:    
 
 [begins with the 'full-scale riot,'       [bars 112-153] 
   pp.44-105] 
  
 
 
Recapitulation:         Recapitulation:  
 
 [begins immediately after Pelajia drops a    [bars 154-232] 
   handful of earth on Marie-Adele's grave,  
   p. 105-113] 
  
 
 
Coda:            Coda:     
 
 [begins with the scene on Pelajia      [bars 233-288] 
   Patchnose's roof, p.113-118] 
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